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ABSTRACT

Recognition as a Pedagogical Formation: Tracing Black Rhetors’ Care-Work in the Field of Writing
Studies
by
Chy Sprauve
Advisor: Jessica Yood
This project addresses the absence of literacy pedagogies produced by Black rhetors mostly
in the mid-20th century South from the field of Writing Studies. One of the aims of this project is to
center the rhetorical work of teachers and organizers like SNCC (Student Non-Violent Coordinating
Committee) facilitator Ella Baker, educator Septima Clark, and activist Stokely Carmichael, among
others, as a major reference point for instructors and administrators in the field who are invested in
practicing literacy pedagogies rooted in social justice. This project also seeks to invite folks in the
field as well as other interested parties to develop responsive literacy pedagogies guided by principles
of receptivity, reflection and reflexivity, ritual work, and crafthood (each chapter in this work
addresses one of these four principles). It is my hope that readers recognize my acknowledgement of
Black rhetorical work throughout this dissertation as a larger pedagogical imperative that can be
implemented in their own learning spaces. I examine both primary and secondary accounts of the
work of Black mid-20th century rhetors throughout this project, use relevant and current Writing
Studies scholarship to support my arguments, and contribute my own pedagogical theory and
practice in the third and fourth chapters of this work.
My key contentions are as follows: Black mid-20th century teachers and organizers involved
in the Sea Island Citizenship Schools and Mississippi Freedom Summer practiced, as well as
ritualized, care work, which I contend can help to support the social justice pedagogies we practice
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now, as these pedagogies tend to be inspired and informed by issues of policing of Black and brown
bodies, incarceration, and food and housing insecurity, among other things; Black rhetorical
practices have always, by necessity, been ambulatory (to contend with, among other things, racist
state repression, historically)—and this fact can help us to imagine pedagogical formations (like
workshops, which I discuss in chapter four of this work) that can occupy different spaces and by
extension, be more responsive to our students.
This project offers scholars in Writing Studies as well as those invested in social justice
pedagogies a framework to grapple with the current political and social forces that both instructors
and their students engage—with, I hope, room to make even more room for what our students wish to
develop and create in our college writing courses.
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For my grandmother, Marion Lewis,
and for all of the spaces we expand.
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INTRODUCTION
A Rationale for Foregrounding Care in this Work +
Defining the Terminology Used Throughout this
Project
On the use of the terms “Marginalized identities,” “BIPOC,” “Black,”
and “Black and brown” throughout this work
I look to the literacy work Black teachers, mostly in the mid-20th century Southern U.S.,
performed with their students as a framework from which to examine how instructors, particularly
those in Writing Studies, might continue to engage pedagogy that thoughtfully addresses the political
realities that their students face. Though the context I am working from specifically involves mostly
Black teachers and students (although there were many white activists who volunteered to teach
during Mississippi Freedom Summer, a literacy program I am referencing in this work), the work
they did has generative impacts for all students and specifically BIPOC1 students and other students
with marginalized identities. Therefore, I use different terms at different points throughout this
work. I also will note here that using “BIPOC” as a catchall for the deeply varied experiences of a
large group is not adequate or particularly accurate, so I try to be as specific as I can regarding
terminology where possible. When I use “Black and brown,” I am referring to Black and Latinx
students, groups that I have experience teaching at CUNY (and who organized for open admissions

1

Black, Indigenous and People of Color.
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at CUNY in 1960’s New York City). Finally, I use the phrase “folks” or “students” with
“marginalized identities” to describe people of any race who are poor, folks with immigrant
identities, BIPOC folks, queer folks and /or people who do not consistently use Standardized
American English (SAE)2 or other dominant languages. I will note here that “marginalized
identities” is also not a perfect term, especially not to describe such a large swath of identities with
distinct backgrounds and varying levels of race, social, and economic privilege.

Key Terms, Contextualized
Care as a practice is defined in this work as actions that center the physical or psychic
groundedness (a term I will use throughout this project) of self or others in its execution. Because,
as I will describe in this project, of the historically precarious nature of the classroom as it pertained
to Black students regarding things like accessibility and course content, centering ways to employ a
praxis of groundedness for those students in particular feels necessary. Groundedness is also a
process that reacts to sites of historical injury, like the classroom. When I think of care as a kind of
physical groundedness, I think of, as an instructor, engaging the immediate classroom environment.
I ask myself, for instance, what might be within my ability to rearrange or change so that students
feel more at ease in the space. As I will explain in a later chapter, the physical environment of the
classroom does have an impact on students as well as instructors, so working to create a space that
provides comfort or ease to its students makes sense to me. Making spaces like the classroom more
inviting for students whose relationship with it may be tense or uneven is a way to talk back to some
of the institutional imperatives—like departmental writing requirements that push correctional
pedagogies—that can shape the classroom.

2

We might use the term “standardized” in this acronym to indicate that the “standard” here is developed, not natural.
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To engage a care practice that addresses psychic, or simply internal, groundedness, I argue
for developing course content in the way of syllabi, assignment directives, discussions, and class
agendas that encourage students to expand (or stretch) their own notions of creativity, exposition,
and writing. This “expansion” is important in places like the classroom, which can deny the right for
students, particularly Black ones, to take up space. Encouraging students to grow their own creative
desires in the writing classroom is a way for us—instructor and student—to enter sites of injury in
ways that fill the space with an eye on acknowledgement, which is a practice of recognizing previous
inhabitants of the space and previous steps toward expansion. In this work, I formalize a practice of
psychic groundedness in the classroom via the performance of ritual and encourage collective
explorations of psychic groundedness in the form of writing workshops, which also capture the
“free floating” Black rhetorical devices I will touch on below and explore fully in this project’s final
chapter.
Comfort3 is related to a sense of ease, perhaps even relaxation, in the space.4 Some of the
ritual work I describe in the third chapter of this project centers the sensation of comfort. I use the
work of comfort in the classroom to talk back to ideas, rooted, in my view, in notions of academic
“rigor” that often engage punitive policy adversely affecting students, particularly those with
marginalized identities. The sensation of comfort can also be an outcome of care work, though this
does not always happen. Comfort is individual and often hard to hold on to in the college classroom
environment (or many other environments, for that matter), so while experiencing comfort in the
space is a worthy goal, it is also important to know that (1) it is not necessary to perform the work of
care and (2) it is difficult for all members in a space to achieve.

For me, there is a difference between feeling comfort or being comforted in the classroom and the refusal to confront
one’s inherent biases simply because one is challenged, thereby stifling one’s opportunities to grow.
4 I briefly used the term “ecological” in the third chapter to invoke what I define “space” to be here; I also use “place”
and “space” in this work interchangeably.
3

3

The desire for students, as well as instructors and administrators, to expand is connected to
again, the historic denial of “Black expansion”5 throughout U.S. history. Expansion is obviously
connected to space as well (I discuss the historical relationship of space and race in the prologue).
Space is a useful term to me because it can mean so many things. Space can refer to a physical
location or it can refer to emotional or mental capacity (like “having the space” to think through an
idea, for example); it can be hyper-localized or very expansive. Whatever it is, it always a kind of
container—a laboratory for ideas to be shared, or an area in which the imagination is closed off or
stifled. In the article “Queer of Color Space-Making in and beyond the Academic Industrial
Complex,” its authors write that they, as queer and POC scholars, “were deeply committed to
finding better ways of making and sharing space with each other.”6 They contend that “[their]
experiences and how [they] make and share space together are indexes of power and viable categories of theoretical
analysis [emphasis added].”7 “Making space” for these authors is a move towards making community,
but it is also a political one, in that it involves questions of power. The process of space-making is a
significant undertaking, and one I refer to frequently in this work.

Some Pedagogies Were Always on the Move: On the Role of Place in
our Teaching Praxis
According to scholar David Gruenewald, bio-regionalists describe “re-inhabitation” as
“learning to live-in-place in an area that has been disrupted and injured through past exploitation [emphasis
added].”8 The classroom, for Black students, as I will argue in the chapters following, has not been

Economic expansion, educational expansion, self-expansion, etc.
Paola Bacchetta et al., “Queer of Color Space-Making in and beyond the Academic Industrial Complex,” Critical Ethnic
Studies, 4, no. 1 (Spring 2018): 44, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/jcritethnstud.4.1.0044.
7 Ibid.
8 David A. Gruenewald, “The Best of Both Worlds: A Critical Pedagogy of Place,” Educational Researcher, 32, no. 4 (May
2003): 9, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3700002.
5
6
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historically welcoming. It has instead, been a site for striving “in spite of.” Considering the idea of
re-inhabitation—a process of existing in an injured place—in the classroom, as instructors and
administrators, can make room for students and instructors to navigate the space in ways that are
thoughtful. Black students must continually inhabit spaces, some purporting to enrich them, that
have historically stripped them of their humanity.9 We do a disservice to students by not honoring
this reality. The classroom space has been hostile to some and perhaps, at best, neutral to others.
Recognizing the history of the classroom as it pertains to Black students can help instructors
approach care work in the classroom in more generative ways.
Gruenewald also writes that “living well” is defined “by drawing a distinction between
inhabiting and residing in a place.”10 Again, Black bodies have historically not been allowed to reside
in the spaces they exist in.11 A local education has helped Black students to find their place in the past—
my contribution to this approach is to expand “Black residence” by emphasizing care. We can hope
or even expect that our students will “reside” in the classroom—and not simply inhabit it—because
we have developed what we think of as progressive curricula—but the work does not end there in
my rendering. The practice of recognition is essential to building a world with space, specifically for
those who have been denied access to truly inhabiting the landscapes they must move through. I will
mention “sites of injury” or “injured places” throughout this work to refer to the classroom as
experienced by Black students (as well as other students with marginalized identities) but also in

Here, I am thinking of practices like the “school-to-prison pipeline,” the fact that Latinx and Black students (of all
genders) are disciplined at significantly higher rates than their white counterparts, getting expelled and suspended at
higher rates. I am also thinking of the sub-par teaching tools (such as old textbooks and technology) present in public
schools that serve mostly Black and brown students.
10 Gruenewald, “The Best of Both Worlds,” 9.
11 I want to note here that Black U.S. bodies are not the only bodies to be denied access or claim to a space. People
indigenous to the U.S. and other parts of the Americas have often been completely erased from spaces altogether.
According to Professor of Sociology Patricia Hill Collins, “Indigenous peoples encountered the external racism of being
treated as foreign interlopers or ‘nations’ in their own homelands” and ultimately “stand[] outside citizenship.” (Collins,
“It’s All in the Family: Intersections of Gender, Race, and Nation,” Hypatia 13, no. 3 (Summer 1998),
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3810699.)
9
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some cases to gesture to the U.S. as experienced by its citizens, but especially BIPOC folks.
Scholar Jarvis R. Givens writes: “[t]he development of black education is embedded in a long
history of fugitive planning.”12 According to Professor Shirley Wilson Logan, “the Freedom
Schools participated in the African American tradition of…‘free floating literacy’.”13 Scholar
William Sturkey writes “freedom school lessons…filled a void in African American students’
knowledge of their heritage.”14 I engage the first two quotes in depth in the second chapter of this
project, so I will not delve deep here. I bold the phrases above because these ideas are all connected
to the fact of traveling Black literacy formations, and I want to underscore the importance of mobility
when discussing Black literacies and their generative impacts on the writing workshops I propose in
the final chapter of this project.

Using the Field of Writing Studies (and the Composition classroom) as a
Site for the Work of Care
According to composition professor Kristi Cole, when instructors in Writing Studies were
asked about the role self-care played in their lives, interviewees were hesitant to discuss it and
appeared to feel guilty admitting they engaged in it at all.15 Cole writes that the field of composition
“has not theorized the role of self-care as a professional practice nor the role of self-care in doctoral

Jarvis R. Givens, “Fugitive Pedagogy as a Professional Standard: Woodson’s ‘Abroad Mentorship’ of Black Teachers”
in Fugitive Pedagogy: Carter G. Woodson and the Art of Black Teaching, (Harvard University Press, 2021), 159.)
13 Shirley Wilson Logan, quoted in Jaclyn Hilberg, “‘The link between a rotting shack and a rotting America’: Literacy
Education in the Mississippi Freedom Schools of 1964,” College English 82, no. 3 (January 2020): 283, NCTE.
14 William Sturkey, “I Want to Become a Part of History: Freedom Summer, Freedom Schools, and the Freedom News,”
The Journal of African American History, 95, no. 3-4 (Summer-Fall 2010): 355, https://doi.org/10.5323/jafriamerhist.95.34.0348.
15 Kirsti Cole, “No Body is Disinterested: The Discursive Materiality of Composition in the University,” in Reinventing
(with) Theory in Rhetoric and Writing Studies: Essays in Honor of Sharon Crowley, Andrea Alden et al., eds (University Press of
Colorado and Utah State University Press, 2019), 463.
12
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education”16 though experiences like working conditions and exhaustion are discussed more
frequently.17
Poet, activist, and teacher Audre Lorde once said that self-care was an “act of selfpreservation,” which was, in itself, an “act of political warfare.” “Self-care” has become a buzzword
as of late, often devoid of any political context. Self-care is often figured as an individualized, selfindulgent experience, like, say, having a spa day or eating a decadent dessert—and it can be those
things—but it can also be expressed in writing and teaching work. Care is not something to leave at
the door when teaching so that “rigorous” work can begin.18 Theorist and scholar Barbara Christian,
in her article “The Race for Theory” declares that she writes “to save [her] own life.”19 The practice
and study of writing, for her, is not a theory, but a means to survive. The ways in which colleagues in
her field were discussing authorship and literary theory excluded her writings, which were “sensual”
and rooted in practice, not just theory. Both Christian and Lorde represent the kind of “embodied
research” I aim to practice in this work.
Though care work is fitting in any learning space, I feel it fits in the field of Writing Studies
specifically because a branch of thought in the field is that, in the composition classroom, if students
can engage citizenship via their writing and rhetorical work, they then have the tools to navigate

Cole, “No Body is Disinterested,” in Reinventing (with) Theory, 456.
Ibid., 459.
18 A participant in a workshop I attended in February 2019 called “Troubling Race in the Classroom” asked how he
could talk about race in a productive way so that he could get to the actual course content. The moderator and creator of the
workshop, educator Asilia Franklin-Phipps, asked him what the “actual work” was—wasn’t the conversation about race
the “actual work?” she inquired. This conversation inspired me a great deal in my thinking regarding learning objectives
and course requirements, and how, as professor and former college writing program administrator Chris Gallagher
reminds us, that administrators – individuals who are not actually in the classroom, not instructors, create course learning
objectives. He contends that “[f]ocusing on outcomes tends to limit and compromise the educational experiences of
teachers and students” (Chris Gallagher, “The Trouble with Outcomes: Pragmatic Inquiry and Educational Aims,”
College English, 75, no. 1 (September 2012): 43, NCTE). The work that is done in the classroom so often has to do with
the lives of the students in the classroom—when and where do you cut that learning and teaching experience off to get
to the “course content”—the “actual work,” the “real” work? Is getting to this other thing (the “real” thing) actually necessary?
19 Barbara Christian, “The Race for Theory,” Cultural Critique, no. 6 (Spring 1987): 61,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1354255.
16
17
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society “successfully.” Though this kind of thinking has run against some criticism (this will be
discussed in this project’s prologue and will be picked up again in the second chapter of this work),
this kind of thinking in the field still exists. One of reasons I believe this thinking to be alive is
because I carry with me dreams about students unpacking the texts in the classroom and then going
on to unpack the various texts of their lives. Composition scholars like Amy J. Wan, however,
rightfully poke holes in this dream by asking us to pull them down to earth. Because some mid-20th
century compositionists were Black activists working to secure the vote for Black people in the
American South, my work is tied to the implications inherent in the promise of citizenship. It is
clearly important that compositionists be intentional about the kind of civic participation20 they
envision for their students.

A Small Note on the Use of Poetry Throughout this Work
I liked the idea of having (thematically relevant) small poems nestled throughout this work as
a kind of affective nudge throughout my writing and research process. The poet I reference in this
project, Nayyirah Waheed, discusses “flower work” in one of her poems. I came to understand
“flower work” and related themes in her book Salt, as manifestations of what I am calling care work, a
practice I will reference in this project repeatedly.

It is important to note here that some thinkers in Afro-pessimism, some of whom I discuss briefly in this work’s
prologue, might argue that “civic participation” is not a reasonable option for those (Black people) who exist outside of
citizenship.
20
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METHODOLOGY
What I Explore in this Project
I named this project “Recognition as a Pedagogical Formation: Re-Tracing Black Rhetors’
Care-Work in the Field of Writing Studies” because I invite those of us in Writing Studies, as well as
interested students and instructors outside of it—to imagine acknowledgment of the work of rhetors
and organizers I cite here as a teaching instrument in and of itself—to understand that recognition is
an important building block for thoughtful writing pedagogies in order to better create responsive
practices that encourage students and instructors to build space in their classrooms, rather than
focusing on the “promise” of citizenship that may or may not materialize in the first year writing
course.
Examining this promise in the college composition course is relevant to this project because
of the historical links between literacy and the attainment of citizenship as it relates to Black
Americans. What I am examining specifically here, however, is how the field of Writing Studies
might respond to the implications of this promise in the face of events1 that remind us of how
tenuous citizenship is to attain for Black people and folks with marginalized identities in the U.S.
The ways I invite us to respond to this dynamic in this project are via pedagogical practices rooted in
care that ask us to invest in contra-carceral formations, inspired by the teaching approaches of Black
rhetors and organizers, mostly in the mid-20th century South. Looking at the lineage of Black
rhetors and their pedagogical impacts on local political formations and students’ sense of self can be

COVID-19, mass racial justice protests in the summer of 2020, increased hate crimes perpetrated against members of
the AAPI community, etc.
1

9

one of the ways we are inspired as instructors and learners to develop responsive and supportive
writing pedagogies.
My first chapter in this work was about asking us (those in Writing Studies, the academy,
those who teach writing) to make space for, or to be receptive to, pedagogical work rooted in care
work. I imagined receptivity as a practice of orientation. I asked us to imagine who our central figures in
the field (or in life) might be—who are our guides in this reparative teaching work? It was great fun
writing about Ella Baker and making the case that her political activism was pedagogical work as
well. It was clear from her work, as well as from the work of Barbara Christian, Audre Lorde, Toni
Cade Bambara, and June Jordan, that political action was pedagogical action and vice versa. It was
both affirming and warming to know that her work (along with Septima Clark and Bernice
Robinson) directly impacted the pedagogical approaches employed by Freedom Summer organizers.
My second chapter acts in part as a document of acknowledgement re: Black literacy
teachers and activists in the mid-20th century, who practiced reflection and reflexivity (commonly
practiced in composition courses and discussed in the field) in the Citizenship and Freedom Schools.
I also touch on the historical connections between literacy and citizenship as it pertained to Black
people, particularly in the American South and discuss why Black literacies were often mobile and
flexible. When I discuss the local in this chapter, I link it to the spaces Black people can and have
used in their self and community care as well as their activism.
In chapter three, I underscore the importance of ritual—inspired by the work of Black
teacher-activists I cover in chapter two—to a reparative writing classroom and discuss (ritual)
objects as sites of rhetoricity. I describe aspects of my own ritual practice, discuss ritual disruption in
the writing classroom and examine how the ritual of carcerality surfaces in the writing classroom. It
was quite fun describing my ritual practices, talking about Sara Ahmed’s toolkit, and talking about
sensation. There was a sense of playfulness in parts of this chapter that I relished as well. I also really
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enjoyed fleshing out the affective pedagogical and political performances of Lorde, Bambara,
Christian, and Jordan. It was so affirming for me to read Christian’s “The Race for Theory” for the
first time in 2015. I think, in the back of my mind, I knew that it would show up for me again. I read
that article at an important time in my life: I was just beginning this doctoral program, and I felt very
out of place—my insecurities were sky-high. Reading Christian’s words really brought out an
aliveness in the isolating (for me, in some ways) space of graduate school and really inspired me to
think about how I could show up in the space of graduate school and feel good and give support
and create things that do what that article did for me. Jacqueline Jones-Royster, who I reference throughout
this project and whose insights on Black women writers was very important to my conceptualization
of them as space-makers, writes that Black women writers
appeal to experience, emotion, suffering, and imagination. They center their
arguments, not just rationally and ethically, but in the body—in the head, the heart, the
stomach, the backbone—in the interests, apparently, of inducing not just an
intellectual response but a holistic one, that is, a whole-body involvement. The goal
seems often to be quite literally to “move” the audience [emphasis added].2
All the Black women writers that I cite have written work that claws down to the bone, to paraphrase
Toni Cade Bambara. I am so thankful for their work.
I end this project with the fourth chapter, which argues that writing workshops can dislodge
the primacy of whiteness-controlled literacies via the work of crafthood. This was my favorite
chapter to write. Crafting the workshops was exciting, and I love ways into exposition that are not
straightforward. In other words, instead of writing about workshops, I decided to write out the actual
workshops. Thinking of workshops as mobile sites of varying rhetorical possibilities inspired by
ambulatory Black literacies was somewhat transformative for me; this idea requires a deeper
exploration in another form (book, article, some sort of performance).

Jacqueline Jones Royster, Traces of a Stream: Literacy and Social Change Among African-American Women (University of
Pittsburgh Press, 2000), 68.
2
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Data-Collection Approaches
I primarily reference secondary sources on the historical figures I explore in chapters one
and two, as most of rhetors I reference have not produced published or well-known written works
authored by themselves. In chapter three, much of the material I cite is produced by myself, as I
attempt to contribute to the corpus of pedagogically-informed care work I reference in the first two
chapters. When I do reference the work of others, they are typically primary sources, as some of the
figures I cite in the third chapter have produced several pieces of published and available work. The
final chapter, like the third, is a mixture of primary sources and data produced by me as I am again,
in this chapter, creating work that we as instructors and administrators might use to help develop
pedagogies that center recognition.

Why Focus on Southern Rhetors in the mid-20th Century in this Project?
There are a few reasons why I believed that pointing to the critical pedagogy work done
during Mississippi Freedom Summer and in other mostly Black spaces was essential in this work. We
must make sure that we in Writing Studies do not allow for the erasure of Black thought in the field
of critical pedagogy to stand. After all, the Freedom Schools’ pedagogical models can support those
in English Studies who are invested in the work of social justice in their classrooms by acting as a
“historical case study;”3 this history helps those of us in Writing Studies who seek to engage critical
pedagogy in our own teaching practices to understand that we are not alone. I think that this
understanding is important because it helps us to maintain our drive and cultivate joy as we work.
The value of this should not be understated. I explored in the first and second chapters how we

“[T]he Freedom Schools offer a historical case study that can broadly inform the work of English educators seeking to
advance social justice in their classrooms while embedded within institutional structures designed primarily to withstand
such change.” (Hilberg, “‘The link between a rotting shack,” 284.)
3
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might reach back to activists (via engaging their ideas and practices) during that time to deepen our
teaching practice in the present.
In the article “African American Contributions to Composition Studies,” Keith Gilyard,
Professor of English and African American Studies, argues that the modern issues in Writing Studies
concerning “agency and positioning” are directly attributable to the work of Black rhetors and
scholars.4 One of the Black rhetorical practices Gilyard names, the “African American jeremiad,”
came from the experience of racialized oppression in the form of enslavement. The jeremiad was a
way for Black people to express their rebuke of white supremacy, their acknowledgement that the
promise of America did not belong to them and their desire for a national corrective to the abuses
of dominant institutions that purported to serve all its citizens. This understanding of structural
inequity on the part of Black Americans is an expression of both the power of (Black) reflection and
reflexivity, which, as Gilyard understands, ultimately impacted the contemporary push to examine
the impact of positionality and various structural forces in Writing Studies.
To acknowledge the contributions of Black rhetors and compositionists, challenging the
accounts of white rhetoricians in the field of Writing Studies who may or may not engage
“inclusive” or “progressive” pedagogical strategies or acknowledge gaps in their research when it
comes to Black rhetorical contributions and practices, is required. In the essay “Raising Hell” by
scholar and composition administrator Sue Mendelsohn, the author makes clear that many
historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) in the 1940’s created their own writing centers
to prepare students to participate in the workforce. Mendelsohn contends that the development of
these writing centers was political in that they did not have the modest aims the white power
structure (e.g.: the donor class, the federal government) deemed appropriate for Black educational

Keith Gilyard, “African American Contributions to Composition Studies,” College Composition and Communication, 50, no.
4 (June 1999): 642, https://www.jstor.org/stable/358484.
4
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institutions to have at the time; they instead, explicitly focused on finding ways to enter society that
celebrated their humanity and gifts. Mendelsohn writes: “[a]s faculty at HBCUs around the
segregated South knew, a general education curriculum that emphasized the literacies of democratic
citizenship for African Americans required upsetting rather than safeguarding the ‘social stability’
that disadvantaged their students.”5 Mendelsohn asserted that the writing center at Hampton
Institute (now Hampton University), an HBCU, was “the most widely publicized university writing
laboratory, communications center, or multi-literacy center ever” but “[d]espite the attention that it
received, the center is largely absent from composition studies histories.”6 It is true that when the
history of an idea or event is recounted, it is often a white history. Frequently Black participants get
acknowledged only if there is an effort to account for a “Black” history relating to that same thing, idea,
or event. Those who are left out of the historical record are often not even understood to be left out, as
whiteness is often understood as “the default” or neutral. Jacqueline Jones-Royster and researcher
Jean C. Williams, in their article “History in the Spaces Left: African American Presence and
Narratives of Composition Studies” write:
When we render stories of composition from points of view other than dominant
academic perspectives, we have the opportunity to see the historical page in ways
that subvert the negative effects of primacy. Instead of always measuring progress
and achievement by the tape of mainstream experiences (Du Bois 1903), and
discounting viewpoints that do not match them, we have the opportunity to set the terms of
historical engagement with a more critical view, to shift locations, and to raise questions, previously
unasked, that might more fully animate knowledge and understanding [emphasis added].7
Royster and Williams are pointing out that Black interventions in composition have existed
and continue to exist, but we are often not privy to them—or do not recognize them as

Sue Mendelsohn, “‘Raising Hell’: Literacy Instruction in Jim Crow America,” College English, 80, no. 1 (September
2017): 36, https://www.jstor.org/stable/44806101.
6 Ibid., 38.
7 Jacqueline Jones Royster and Jean C. Williams, “History in the Spaces Left: African American Presence and Narratives
of Composition Studies,” College Composition and Communication, 50, no. 4 (June 1999): 581,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/358481.
5
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interventions in the field—because the preeminence of “mainstream” (read: white) contributions to
Writing Studies. The authors also argue that when we partake in the contributions of Black
compositionists, we can reset the terms of “historical engagement with a more critical view”—in
other words, we can begin to think of a world with space.
Finally, in my research for the second chapter, I really appreciated coming across multiple
sources that argued that the work of the Citizenship and Freedom Schools is an integral part in the
field of critical pedagogy. I also came across the argument in two different sources that Septima
Clark was practicing the pedagogical principles popularized by educator and theorist Paulo Freire
before he was. Also, travel is such a thread in the narrative of Black people’s experience in the U.S.,
so thinking through the concept of movement regarding Black literacies made sense to me; I found
it to be an important piece of my argument regarding Black locality in this chapter and that concept
of movement shows up again the fourth chapter. In the article, “Radical Imagination as Pedagogy,”
the authors write that in their view, education is not a perennial, static practice, but rather, it is a
“geographically [and] historically contingent mode of study…[emphasis added]”8 This argument is relevant
to my work in the second chapter because, again, I am making the case that Black pedagogies have
been necessarily geographically elastic and dependent on shifting social and political sites.

Pointing to Ancestorship and Objects as Important Affective
Pedagogical Undertakings
Bernice Robinson, a teacher in the Sea Island Citizenship Schools along with Septima Clark,
regularly used physical objects in her classroom to teach her students;9 some students participating in

Erin Dyke et.al, “Radical Imagination as Pedagogy,” Transformations: The Journal of Inclusive Scholarship and Pedagogy, 28, no.
2 (2018): 163, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5325/trajincschped.28.2.0160.
9 “[Robinson] used cardboard stencils for practice of filling out voter registration forms…and had students trace over
them repeatedly…reducing their anxiety over the use of pencils. She drew on multiple disciplines, including sociology,
psychology, history, biblical studies, and other humanities offerings (songs, films, poetry, prayers), reaching far beyond
the traditional practices of the time.” (Daphne W. Ntiri, “Adult Literacy Reform Through a Womanist Lens: Unpacking
8
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Freedom Summer wrote poetry to describe their experiences with racism10 and routinely sang songs
like “Keep Your Eyes on the Prize” and “We Shall Overcome” in class.11 The students did not have
assigned seats, rather, they sat in ways that “facilitated dialogue.”12 These are some of the things I
would describe as ritual practices. In the third chapter, my work imagined what could have been the
full-bodied nature of the ritual-work done by Black compositionists in citizenship schools; I worked
to purposely develop ritual practices in the classroom that recognize student positionality and talk
back to damaging carceral rituals present in the writing classroom. Sometimes, like scholar Vonzell
Agosto alludes to in her article, rituals and ritual objects do not get recorded or held on to. This is
especially true for the ritual-work done by teachers in Black-run schools for a few reasons: one,
rituals are often taken for granted by its practitioners, so they do not get recorded, and two, the
work of Black compositionists has not been evenly recorded in the field of Writing Studies. I believe
that these compositionists developed rituals that spoke back to the oppressive and traumatic
environments of Jim Crow and racial terrorism by celebrating the racial identity of their students,
involving them in the process of their own learning, and challenging them to question the
pedagogical moves often employed by the state, which suggested to Black students that their
humanity needed affirmation by larger society (white society). I hope to develop a practice in
Writing Studies that is tied to the work of Black compositionists, figures ritual as a process of
centering, and helps us to re-inter “injured spaces” with reverence and intentionality.
the Radical Pedagogy of Civil Rights Era Educator, Bernice V. Robinson,” Journal of Black Studies, 45 no. 2 (March 2014):
33, https://www.jstor.org/stable/24572922.)
10 Professor Vonzell Agosto writes of the presence of poetry-writing in the Mississippi Freedom Schools: “Despite the
widespread creation of poetry by administrators, directives calling for the use of poetry were virtually absent. However,
despite this absence, there was the use of poetry throughout the Mississippi Freedom Schools by youth and adult
students in the community centers.” Agosto goes on to further opine that “[t]he creation and use of poetry by students
is indicative of pedagogical acts of student agency in response to the overlapping contexts (e.g., historical, geographical,
social, political) in which they were situated.” (Agosto, “Intratexturealities: The Poetics of the Freedom Schools,” The
Journal of Negro Education, 77 no. 2 (Spring 2008): 174-75.)
11 Jon Hale, “The Student as a Force for Social Change”: The Mississippi Freedom Schools and Student Engagement,”
The Journal of African American History, 96, no. 3 (Summer 2011): 334,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5323/jafriamerhist.96.3.0325.
12 Ibid.
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Professor of English Eric Darnell Pritchard, in the article “‘Like signposts on the road’: the
Function of Literacy in constructing Black Queer ancestors,” argues that Black literary ancestors
helped queer Black writers feel seen and centered in academic environments that were hostile. They
write: “the theme of ancestorship and literacy has deep roots within literacy and composition
studies. Jacqueline Jones Royster has often noted the ways that intellectual heritage matters in our
positions as researchers, teachers, and learners.”13 Although, again, the moments of ritual recorded
in the research may be few and far between, my reaching back to Black compositionists practicing
care and ceremony with students has a lot to do with what I feel is a kind of connection. Pritchard
writes that “[f]or [Royster’s] students, discovering their intellectual and cultural connection to Black
women essayists and orators in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries helped them ‘to fashion
for themselves their own authority to speak, to write, to learn, and to produce when they can
determine…the resonance of their own lives with others…’.”14 Stephanie Flowers, a student
Pritchard interviews, “emphasizes the function of literacy in producing ancestorship that exposes the
exclusion of what Toni Morrison has called ‘discredited knowledges,’15 and the usefulness of such
exposure to recovering these marginalized epistemologies and ontologies from economies of
knowledge that overlook them.”16 Although it is impossible to know exactly how the teachers I
reference in this work might further research in Writing Studies and critical pedagogy, the principles
they centered in the work we are aware of inspires my attempts to imagine how we, as instructors,
administrators, and students, might expand our understandings of writing work in the college
composition course.

Eric Darnell Pritchard, “‘Like signposts on the road’: the Function of Literacy in constructing Black Queer ancestors,”
LiCS, 2, no. 1 (March 2014): 32, doi: 10.21623/1.2.1.3.
14 Jacqueline Jones Royster, (2000) 267-8, quoted in Pritchard, “‘Like signposts,’” 32.
15 Toni Morrison, (1984) 342, quoted in Pritchard, “‘Like signposts,’” 33.
16 Pritchard, “‘Like signposts’,” 33.
13
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A Note on Scope
An important note here that questions of space and inhabitation necessarily implore us to
confront the realities of Native people in the U.S. and their distinct relationships with space in the
face of abject violence and intentional erasure. Concepts of “inhabitation,” for instance, can
engender a sensation of terror in this context. Inhabitation and re-inhabitation are exceedingly
imperfect terms, and the impact of their implications may produce pain or trauma. It is essential to
navigate how we use terms when talking about questions of space in the U.S. (but really,
everywhere) and to be responsive to critiques of terminologies by releasing certain phrasing and
always moving toward new articulations of the dynamics we might more accurately describe. I did
not engage these important realities very much in this dissertation, as I specifically focus on the
interplay of Blackness, space, and injury as it relates to movements for literacy in the U.S., but
another outgrowth of the questions I ask in this project might engage this essential dynamic.
Looking at the work of scholar Tiffany Lethabo King17, for instance, can help us come to projects
that engage the intersections of Native and Black literary and political formations.

King’s work, The Black Shoals: Offshore Formations of Black and Native Studies, which examines the interplay of Black and
Native thought via the space of the shoal, a formation that is neither of the land nor sea, might be a steppingstone to
contributing to projects that engage these essential questions.
17
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PROLOUGE
What Can the Field of Writing Studies Promise Us in
2022?
On this dissertation’s prologue and its impact on the chapters that follow
it:
I began writing this project’s prologue before the events that occurred1 on May 25, 2020.

After the event occurred, I had to re-group and re-think this project considering what happened and
the events occurring in its aftermath. The first chapter, tonally, represents my writing and thinking
before and after (but mostly before) the events of May 25, as do chapters two and three. Chapter four
captures my current thinking most effectively (considering the writing for that chapter wholly
occurred after the events of May 25). The work that the first three chapters do, however, is an
example of the kind of navigating that is important for us (researchers, writers, and instructors) to
come to understand how we arrive at our current projects and ways of thinking and being.

On the place of the relationship between space and race (and citizenship)
in this work
The examination of space and its relationship to Blackness is also a through line in this work.
This is in part because I am engaging a theory of place,2 but it is also impossible to talk about the
Black experience in the U.S. without talking about place. We might consider our historical relationship
to space: Taking up space, in the “wrong” ways, could have deadly consequences for Black people.

1
2

George Floyd, a Black man, was murdered by police officers in Minneapolis, Minnesota on May 25, 2020.
See introduction.
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Consider Jim Crow, the black codes or (obviously) the institution of slavery—all of these legal
traditions gravely hindered the bodily movements of Black people in the U.S.3 Because of these legal
customs, which in turn codified belief systems around humanity and understandings about who “got” to
be legally recognized in public space and who got to access them, spaces that Black people have
historically inhabited have been stigmatized—specifically neighborhoods, schools, and social spaces—
which continues to be the case.4 White public officials (governing bodies) attempted to close the
Freedom Schools,5 for instance, in order to close off citizenship possibilities, including voting, for
Black people, and relatedly, because collectivized Black bodies, unchecked, in public spaces,
presented some kind of threat (this was the reason for the black codes, which was enacted right after
the end of slavery). The space of the classroom is also a space of codes, a space of social conventions, a
space of race.
The major reason that the citizenship schools in the Sea Islands of South Carolina in the late
1950’s were developed was so that Black Sea Islanders could develop literacy skills to be eligible to
vote. Voting is often described as the ultimate exercise of (democratic) citizenship. Because Black
people in the southern U.S. overwhelmingly were unable to vote and were often terrorized or
murdered if they attempted to, this defining trait of citizenship was denied them. The state was
making a point—Black people were not of the U.S.—not truly. For Black compositionists teaching in
Citizenship and Freedom Schools, there was a direct link between learning to write and being

Patricia Hill Collins coined the term “external racisms” to describe the political relationship between space and race:
“External racisms occur when powerful racial groups aim to remove less powerful groups from schools, jobs, [neighborhoods], regions, nationstates, or social spaces that more powerful groups perceive as being their property or birthright. As racisms of elimination or
extermination, external racisms foster ideas and practices that exclude outsiders or ‘others’ from these spaces. Designed
to maintain the racial homogeneity of the [neighborhood], school, occupational category or nation-state, such racisms
aim to purify geographical or social space of the threat that inferior races seemingly represent. Expressed through
practices such as xenophobia, genocide, or so-called ethnic cleansing, external racisms aim to remove undesirable races
from what is seen as privileged home space.” (Collins, “It’s All in the Family.”)
4 Despite the dynamics of things like “urban renewal” and gentrification in many major U.S. cities, public schools still
tend to be highly racially segregated.
5 I discuss the Mississippi Freedom Schools in this work’s second chapter.
3
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acknowledged (if only via strictly legal means) as a full citizen. Susan Kates writes that “[l]earning to read,
possibly to write, involves the acquisition or conferral of…citizenship in a nation-state…The
attainment of literacy per se operates as a badge, a sign of initiation into a select group and/or a larger community
[emphasis added].6 Septima Clark said that she ultimately came to understand that her students
would never “feel like citizens” until they were literate.7 The links between writing, literacy and the
civic are quite clear, but some scholars in the field challenge an uncritical embrace of the linkage.
In the journal article “In the Name of Citizenship: The Writing Classroom and the Promise
of Citizenship,” Professor Amy Wan writes that “citizenship becomes an easy trope to deploy [in
Writing Studies and Writing Studies pedagogy] because of its immediate associations with positive
civic activities such as voting [emphasis added].”8 It is important to underscore that this association
for Black rhetors and students of writing was essential, because it was linked to material and spiritual
survival. Although pointing out that we often use language as writing instructors that embraces the
perceived positives of being civically engaged without acknowledging, as Wan writes, “the implicit
understanding that equality and social mobility are synonymous with and can be achieved through
citizenship,”9 I also want to include in this history that for Black compositionists, their work in
Writing Studies was focused on a local civic participation that yes, helped them to feel like citizens,
but also allowed for them to support their own sense of self, which, in turn, helped them to locally
fortify their own spaces. In other words, Black compositionists’ work was not just about being
recognized by larger (read: mainstream—read: white) society, but it was also importantly about
developing ways to take up space in the places they were in so that they could expand their ways and

Susan Kates, “Literacy, Voting Rights, and the Citizenship Schools in the South, 1957-1970,” College Composition and
Communication 57, no. 3 (February 2006): 496, https://www.jstor.org/stable/20456898.
7 Robert Lake, “Sailing with Septima: A Curricular Journey Through the Jim Crow South,” Counterpoints 412 (2013): 70,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42981815.
8 Amy J. Wan, “In the Name of Citizenship: The Writing Classroom and the Promise of Citizenship,” College English 74,
no.1 (September 2011): 30, NCTE.
9 Ibid., 29.
6
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means of being—both under and away from the gaze of white society. Obviously, we must trouble the
ways in which we link writing and literacy to civic engagement, because it is irresponsible to suggest
to students—especially Black and brown ones as well as those from immigrant communities—
that citizenship is somehow available for those who simply work toward it. Because, as Wan asserts,
we do not explicitly determine what we mean when we invoke the term “citizenship,” it gets
conflated with discrete categories, like service learning and public writing10 (and comes to mean
everything and nothing at the same time). When we do not take the time to pull apart the varied
meanings citizenship takes on in our pedagogy, Wan asserts that “the casual reference to citizenship
and the more specific attention to participation work together to create an ‘ambient awareness’ of
citizenship in writing instruction.”11 The classroom can then be used to “distribute politically neutral
participation skills [emphasis added]”—skills “not easily accessible to all students merely through
participation.”12 Instead of promoting the false notion that all students can practice certain skills in
order to gain the full benefits of citizenship, perhaps we can change terms. Let us focus on residence
versus inhabitation13 in the classroom. We can ask these questions: Who often gets to reside in the
classroom (and in the state)? Who is often only able to inhabit the classroom (and the state)? Instead
of attempting to “solve” the problem of belonging in the classroom, we can aim to do less harm by not
repeating the falsehood that acquiring certain literacy skills will definitively access citizenship and
civic recognition and by addressing sites of injury around belonging by engaging in explicit acts of
care in the classroom.
Though, as described above, literacy’s ties to the performance of citizenship has a long
history, I contend, again, that contemporary pushes for students to civically engage, specifically in

Wan, “In the Name of Citizenship,” 32.
Ibid.
12 Ibid., 36.
13 Residence: a place where one puts down roots; inhabitation: a place one occupies for a limited period.
10
11
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Writing Studies courses, can arguably be traced to the work of Black compositionists. The reason
why I make this claim is that Writing Studies courses now often engage the work of non-white
authors who examine non-SAE speech and language and ask students how and why non-SAE
literacies are used. Also, many of those in the field of Writing Studies engage critical pedagogy and
implement tasks that involve the civic, which is tied to a belief that students should engage the world
around them to be “complete” rhetoricians. Acknowledging the ties literacy has with citizenship as it
pertained to Black rhetorician-citizens in the writing classroom need not be an endorsement of
uncritical college writing course objectives that aim to develop citizens. However, we should
contextualize this now “ambient” push to engage writing students in questions concerning literacy’s
ties to the practice of citizenship by publicly recognizing the (Black) history concerning literacy and
citizenship production. Writing Studies administrators would do well to recognize, acknowledge and
understand the roots composition has in Black literacy activism and to ensure that the instructors who
teach these courses do the same.
There are those in Writing Studies that seek to challenge certain “standards” in the
construction of writing course curricula. Our learning outcomes, which are often dictated by
department administration, often contain language that gestures to a curriculum partly dedicated to
citizenship training. Professor of English Chris W. Gallagher suggests that we examine the
effectiveness of learning outcomes. While Gallagher acknowledges that instructors often cannot
remove learning outcomes altogether (because of the imperatives of the “managed university”), he
proposes that we consider developing “consequences” instead of “outcomes.” Consequences, unlike
outcomes, which have a pre-determined end, allow for the existence of potentiality. Instructors
know that teaching plans invariably go out the window during the semester, and that all outcomes
cannot be met. Instead of tamping down possibility at the outset, we can consider goals that are
flexible and that allow for the contributions of everyone in the classroom. Gallagher writes:
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The terms outcomes and consequences…have differing tendencies: they encourage
different ways of thinking about and acting vis-à-vis assessment. Moreover, while
outcomes, as conceived in OA [outcome assessment], are amenable to the prevailing
technocratic logic of the managed university, consequences—unpredictable, always
emerging, tied to context, recursive—tend to disrupt it. Consequences direct our
attention to singularity and potentiality.14
I reference Gallagher’s article here because his call for us to consider a different way of imagining
our course objectives (as best we can, as actors in the “managed university”) may help us to in part
dislodge the uncritical placement of citizen-building goals in a course’s learning outcomes. In light,
however, of events that occur as I write this prologue, “reform” of institutions in various
departments and fields seems like a deeply inadequate move. Is it even possible to “reform”
institutions borne from, at least in part, racist ideas?

On the Problematics of Embedding the Practice of Citizenship in FirstYear College Writing: Examining Race, Space, Place, and the Carceral in
the Classroom and Beyond
Before the events of May 25, 2020, in which an

“[W]e today are living in state of greater captivity than
we were in the 1860’s. It seems like 1 in every 6 Black

unarmed Black man, George Floyd, was murdered by

people are somehow incarcerated. That is a pandemic.

Minneapolis police, I was writing about space,

We’re living in more chains today—through lockdowns,
ankle bracelets, halfway houses, that kind of thing—

Blackness, and the carceral. My thoughts on the killing

than we were in the early 1800’s. That’s something to
think about, when people tell you that progress has

and its aftermath speak to the correlation of these

come along.” – Frank Wilderson, “‘We’re Trying to

concepts.

Destroy the World’: Anti-Blackness and Police Violence
After Ferguson”

Chris W. Gallagher, “The Trouble with Outcomes: Pragmatic Inquiry and Educational Aims,” College English, 75, no. 1
(September 2012): 48, NCTE.
14
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Steps to Take After a Black Person is Murdered by the State15
In media? After protests begin, choose a script:
Script #1: “I DO NOT condone16 violence for ANY reason. Having said that [having made sure to
ASSURE YOU ALL THAT I FEEL THE PAIN OF CEMENT AND STEEL], Black Person
#267-D’s death is a PROFOUND tragedy. I LOVE COPS, THEY ARE GREAT. There are a
FEW BAD APPLES but let’s not malign ALL COPS. I think that at this point it might be
appropriate to proclaim that [some] black lives matter.”

Script #2: “I DO NOT condone violence for ANY reason. However, ONE COULD PERHAPS,
IN SOME UNIVERSE, UNDERSTAND WHY PEOPLE ARE ANGRY and could destroy THE
LIFEBLOOD OF SOMEONE’S LIVELIHOOD AND REALLY ALMOST KILL THEM
ACTUALLY by SETTING FIRE TO THE BRICK AND MORTAR DREAMS17…of Big Box

Black person must be understood to be innocent. Otherwise, acknowledgement of the death will not be discussed
without pointing to whatever “criminal history” is scraped up. Any protest that occurs after death will be delegitimized
on its face. Both “liberal” and conservative media will be overtly sympathetic towards the state, with the latter perhaps
even framing the death as a complete accident [at best]; with the former framing the death as “an event that occurred.”
16 Definitions three and five of the word “condone,” according to dictionary.com, are as follows:
- To pardon or forgive (an offense); excuse
- Law. To forgive or act so as to imply forgiveness.
Who has the authority to “condone”? Certainly not the talking heads on news shows who routinely use the term to make
clear where they stand re: Black death at the hands of the state and its actors / agents. We could look at these mostly
liberal or center-left figures chatting about Black death as state agents. They’re largely employed to dispassionately relay
events—this reporting style supposedly being the hallmark of “good journalism.” The white supremacy [made even more
visible under this prez…even this statement “even more visible.” Is this true? Just sounds like it must be right but…] that
was foundational to the creation of this nation somehow…makes it more difficult for [“liberal”] reporters and journalists
to credibly report on the massacre of Black people? How’s that? What the fuck are y’all learning in journalism school? Or, what the
fuck are y’all committed to when y’all do your little “reports”? The role y’all have in tamping down and the way y’all maintain y’alls
precious “objectivity” during state-sanctioned violence makes y’all dedicated analysts complicit in state-sanctioned
quelling.
17 So let’s talk about the beautiful buildings. The INNOCENT edifices who did NOTHING wrong—being targeted! All
they do is house DENFENSELESS snacks and household goods! These buildings strengthen our communities by
ensuring our compliance because our senses are dulled in this market-driven landscape! These helpless buildings DID
NOT kill Black Person #267-D! It is IMPORTANT to preserve the condition of these buildings because we should
preserve something! (We certainly won’t be preserving Black lives.)
15
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2.

Some Black people with access to capital have told us to consider how their capacity for spending money might
be affected if we do not SAVE the BUILDINGS!!!
Some Black people with access to capital will work with the police via some toothless organization they can get
a write-off on in order to “ensure a more just world.” #Activism!
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Superstore. Have these people NO SOUL?? Ahem. Black Person #267-D’s death is a PROFOUND
tragedy. I SUPPORT COPS, THEY HELP US WHEN WE CALL, SO DON’T PRETEND
THAT WE DON’T NEED THEM! 99.999999999999999999999% OF COPS ARE REAL-LIFE
SUPERHEROES SO DON’T SULLY THE GOOD NAME OF COPS BECAUSE OF A FREAK
ACCIDENT. Like I said, Black Person #267-D’s death is a great loss to us all. But it was really like
a fluke.”

Script #3: [All the above sentiment] + “I AM ASKING THE PUBLIC TO PLEASE COMPORT
THEMSELVES DURING THIS TRAGIC TIME. PLEASE CONTINUE TO STUFF DOWN
THE BILE OF HISTORY AND TRUDGE AHEAD, UNFEELING. MAKE SURE THAT
OBJECTS ARE TAKEN CARE OF, BECAUSE YOU WON’T BE. MAKE YOUR DYING
DECLARATION A CELEBRATION OF CAPITAL OVER BREATH. MAKE SURE WE
KNOW ABOUT THIS WISH IN DEATH SO THAT WE CAN BRING YOU UP EVERY SO
OFTEN WITH A KIND OF VAGUE FONDNESS. THANK YOU.”

That’s it. That’s probably what’ll be said on a loop for many of you. For non-media members of all colors:
1. Exhort Black people to perform innocence:
When Black people are killed at the hands of the state, many people believe that an
important part of garnering sympathy from the state and its supporters in the aftermath is by
performing innocence (isn’t it strange that you must ask the people who killed you for forgiveness?). The

3.

Black people with access to capital request full incorporation into whiteness, feeling like they know that they’ll
be the ones who can really get the assurances of full subsumption and they won’t have to cling to their current
precarious position, their hands locked into this wrenching pose, their fingers trembling and nails bleeding as
they try to pull themselves up and away from the mass of folk they (rather harshly) admonish for disrupting the
“peace” of continual compliance. #ComeTogether
#ComeTogetherSoThatICanGetToAPlaceWhereINoLongerFeelAffectedByMyLikelyPermanentConditionofBe
ingRichButNotWhite
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truth is that Black people, even after they are dead, are still seen as a threat.18 Black children are
often seen as threatening (this is in part why Black children are suspended and expelled at rates
disproportionate to their white peers), and older than they are. There is no innocence for Black
people. Behaving ourselves does not deter our murder. Neither does asking to breathe. And yet, we
are still asked, by many people, of all colors (including our own), to simply comport ourselves so
that we will not be murdered. And after we are murdered, we must ask the system that allowed the
killing to consider our comportment. Consider that we played soccer and liked chocolate ice cream
and had a pet rabbit. Consider, consider, consider. And you can say that the exhortation for us to
perform innocence in the face of continual murder is an urging for self-preservation and
comportment in the name of some kind of justice, but you could also say that we played soccer and
liked chocolate ice cream and had a pet rabbit and we were murdered.

2. For Black people: Express your desire for incorporation:
The great sales pitch in this country is that for anyone living here, regardless of race or
station, hard work will reap great rewards. The flowery language of the founding fathers we came
across in middle school U.S. History textbooks spoke to a country committed to liberty and justice,
of course for all (except a for a few glaring exceptions). What was also in those textbooks were
narratives that glorified the free market. Oh, the free market was great. America’s expansion was
imminent. We ended slavery [after fighting a war that was ABSOLUTELY NOT ABOUT holding
off people who put their lives on the line so that they and their descendants might continue to enslave
other people]. Black people could go to school. Immigrants were welcome (as long as they
contribute!). We became an example of what a multi-racial, democratic, free-market state looks like.

In the final three minutes in which George Floyd’s pulse faded and Floyd was unconscious, police officer Derek
Chauvin continued to fatally constrict Floyd’s airways by maintaining pressure on Floyd’s neck with his knee.
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Follow the rules, and you’ll reap the reward. Except. The available seats on this bus are limited.
Astronomically high tuition rates foreclose the possibility of attending college (which can serve as a
way for some, especially immigrants, Black, poor, and lower middle-class people to gain entrée into
fields that might provide economic stability) for many. The legacy of redlining has impoverished
poor and Black communities, making it difficult for the people living in these spaces to get the
bootstraps (for the “pulling up”). The incorporation of some Black people into “Honorary
Whiteness”19 obfuscates the very real difficulties that Black people have regarding gaining access to
thriving living spaces and also: not being murdered. The free-market system gushed over by the
writers of history in those U.S. History textbooks has created not only a huge wealth disparity but
has also contributed to a lack of desire on the part of people in this country to imagine equitable
political formations that ensure equal access to resources. It has also probably encouraged
our…undying allegiance to buildings in the face of state-sanctioned murder. In our current sociopolitical, economic set-up, access to capital is in many ways access to survival.

Interlude: On Our Allegiance to Buildings
The founding fathers also made it clear in their writings that only white male landowners could
participate in voting. Knowing this, one could argue that access to land being correlated to true
citizenship was foundational to this country’s history. Because only white men could own land

According to Professor Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s essay, “From Bi-Racial to Tri-Racial: Towards a New System of Racial
Stratification in the USA,” a “reshuffling” of racial categories will come about in the U.S. to address the burgeoning nonwhite population. “Honorary Whites” are made up of light-skinned Latinos, multi-racial people, as well as people of
Chinese, Japanese, and Korean descent, among other groups. The purpose of this category is to incorporate some nonBlack people into a higher social/class order so that calls for a “colorblind” approach to public policy and law can be
legitimated and, in my view, so that dominant society can continue implementing the unfair social order that engenders
poverty (as well as anti-Black racism)—because non-Black people who have “succeeded” in this system can be gestured
towards in order to quell dissent. (Bonilla-Silva, “From Bi-Racial to Tri-Racial,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 27, no. 6 (2004),
doi: 10.1080/0141987042000268530.)
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(property), whiteness was also bound up in citizenship.20 Owning property can help to ensure
economic stability but can also theoretically get one that much closer to whiteness.21 Owning one’s own
space is empowering for most, but for Black people in particular, it can be a means of incorporation
into America. Praying to a building (a kind of property) means that when blood is shed, when that
blood belongs to a Black body especially, you keep praying to that building. Our current economic
system anticipates our allegiance to buildings. We lift up buildings in prayer even if those buildings
represent the harms of the free market. Even if they lull us into thinking that the things we acquire
also make up who we are. Even if they promote compulsive consumerism. Even if our desire to
consume consumes our desire to correctly love a Black body. Many of us will do anything for
whiteness, because we will do anything for citizenship. Which means we will do anything for
buildings. We might believe that owning buildings legitimate our bodies, because our bodies exist in the buildings that
we own, but instead of looking for ways to be legitimated, we should imagine another kind of space, all together.

Containment in the Classroom / Who Gets to Exist Here?
How can the classroom be a “container”? For one, the classroom literally is a space, typically
a room, that contains within it, people. The classroom can also function (and has functioned) as an arm
of the prison-industrial complex, funneling students into disciplinary spaces like jails, “reform”
schools, other detention centers, and prisons. Though typically one would think of high school
spaces as connected to this notion of carceral containers, college spaces also pick up the disciplinary

Maleness was another feature of citizenship, but after women were granted the legal right to vote in 1920, white men
and women’s political interests aligned much more closely (despite the continued oppression of women in general).
21 “When the founders used the wonderful phrase, ‘the pursuit of happiness,’ political theorists tell us that they must
have had in mind largely the pursuit of property. The fascinating connections between property and happiness hinge not
only on the vocabulary of Lockean political philosophy but also on the ways in which both property and happiness
found meaning in their relationship to whiteness and white privilege.” (David R. Roediger, “The Pursuit of Whiteness:
Property, Terror, and Expansion,” Journal of the Early Republic, 19 no. 4 (Winter 1999): 581,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3125134.)
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practices of some high schools. Even if college students are not as likely to be funneled to jail spaces
from their classrooms, punitive measures practiced by staff and instructors as outlined in syllabi re:
attendance policies, strict work requirements and draconian grading procedures can serve as
“containing agents” for students. Schools with smaller budgets that serve diverse student
populations or predominantly Black students might differ from schools with large budgets that serve
wealthy students and white ones in the way they “contain.” Wealthy students (and their parents)
tend to have more sway over their learning experience than poor and working-class students, who
often see college as a practical way to gain entrée into a higher socioeconomic space. Afropessimism scholar Frank Wilderson “writes [that] Blacks were created during the Middle Passage:
‘Africans went into the ships and came out as Blacks’. Blacks remain marked as slaves and live in
what Loïc Wacquant calls the ‘carceral continuum’.”22 Keeping this in mind, a question we can ask is,
“Who gets to reside in the classroom (and, by extension, society)?” Christina Sharpe, scholar of
English Literature and Black Studies, writes: “modernity is defined by ‘the reappearances of the slave ship
in everyday life in the form of the prison, the camp, and the school [emphasis added].’”23 Though the
composition scholars I engage in this work’s first chapter, some of whom are Black, have responses
to the question I pose on the previous page in the way of collective action among instructors and
between instructors and students and the centering of marginalized languages in the writing
classroom, it is also important to say here that the neo-liberal logics of the university, which
perpetuate, among many other things, hyper-individualism, high-stakes evaluative work for students
(which can negatively impact “performance” and engagement) and anti-Blackness (more on this in
this work’s final chapter), functions tirelessly, and that comportment, failing, and inertia on our part

Frank B. Wilderson III, 38, quoted in Ryan Poll, “Can One ‘Get Out?’ The Aesthetics of Afro-Pessimism,” The Journal
of the Midwest Modern Language Association, 51 no. 2 (Fall 2018): 70, https://doi.org/10.1353/mml.2018.0015.
23 Ibid., 71.
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as instructors and students will be part of the moves we make toward sites of more collectivity, more
space.
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CHAPTER ONE
Receptivity as Essential “Space-Making” Work in the
Writing Classroom
Receptivity as a Practice of Acknowledgement
According to professors Sandra Richards and Sidney Lemelle, “little attention has been given
to the ways in which leaders who are of African descent have framed issues of education within
Black Liberation Movements and used education as a tool of revolutionary practice.”1
Acknowledgement on the part of instructors of this reality is receptivity in action, as Black teachers and
organizers mapped a space in what we understand to be “progressive” interventions in pedagogy. In
some ways, acknowledging this history as writing instructors and administrators via pedagogical
practices that center the work of these Black pedagogues might encourage students, particularly
those who have experienced injury in the classroom, to expand their space within it.
Many of civil rights organizer and activist Ella Baker’s (more on her and the pedagogical
impact of her work will follow shortly) pedagogical practices are at the root of my desire to
intervene in the composition classroom in the way that I am. The Black women who took up
significant, necessary space in the civil rights movement, some of whom I reference in the
paragraphs to come, help us to remember that radical moves can be expressed in the every-day; this
is something I hope to elucidate in the following chapters of this dissertation.2 Audre Lorde inspires

Sandra Richards and Sidney J. Lemelle, “Pedagogy, Politics, and Power: Antinomies of the Black Radical Tradition,”
Counterpoints, 237 (2005): 7, https://www.jstor.org/stable/42978673.
2 When I say “revolutionary,” I do not aim to frame that term in same way it tends to be framed in major political
movements. When I say revolutionary, I mean a deep—radical—change—but not necessarily in a far-reaching way—I
aim to frame everyday moments as opportunities for deep shifting—whether that be personal or ideological.
1
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soulful questions that elucidate the importance of writing and make clear linkages between writing,
self-discovery, and political (and personal) transformation and Barbara Christian reminds us that
affect in writing is a valid way in which to break down the structures that harm us, particularly for
BIPOC people in academic spaces. Though I focus mainly on Baker and her work in this chapter, I
reference the work of Lorde and Christian and discuss the oratory of Sojourner Truth as an early
example of Black female composition work in the American South while also citing Jacqueline Jones
Royster, who centers the political power of Black women’s rhetorical work as a catalyst for
transformative change. The work of Baker (and the other teacher-activists that I discuss) serves as
an example of what we should make space for as we develop a receptivity practice in the writing
classroom / space.

In this chapter, I hope to show:
o The theoretical importance of receptivity.
o Receptivity as an actionable practice that engages the work of care in part by pulling from
work in restorative justice.
o How the practice of receptivity acts as a move toward recognition, or acknowledgement, in
the writing classroom.

How I Came to Pedagogy Rooted in Receptivity
My path to a pedagogical “receptivity” rooted in Black freedom struggles was defined early. I
went to what is colloquially known as an independent African school3 in my youth and was
consistently made aware of the accomplishments and successes of Black Americans and Black

An independent African school is defined as a school where the faculty and administration are people of African
descent and the curricula centers the Black experience.
3
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people throughout the diaspora by educators as well as family members. My earliest memories of
school were shaped by Black adults who made me feel like a participant, not only in my own life but
in the larger life of history; I was not to exist in the periphery of my social and political space; I,
instead, was to make an indelible mark on, if not the world, then surely the world of my community.
I took this scholastic invocation seriously.
My interest in this path was renewed while working towards my master’s degree in African
American Studies in 2009. I had read Women in the Civil Rights Movement: Trailblazers and Torchbearers,
1941-19654 in an African American History class and was moved as I learned about the organizing
Black women had done to secure voting rights and education. I was introduced to Ella Baker in this
book, a former NAACP field secretary who went on to head SNCC, a group of mainly Black high
school and college students who employed what we might call “progressive pedagogy”5 in their
student-centered, citizen-education work, gave rise to powerful activists like Stokely Carmichael and
John Lewis, and inspired radical Black advocacy. Baker encouraged her group of young leaders to
envision leadership as rhizomatic, not linear. Baker’s approach to leadership, as discussed above, has
deeply inspired my teaching practice. I envision the classroom as a place where participants
contribute, as much as they can, in ways that challenge the stratified construction of the classroom
space. I should note here that various practices embedded in the structure of the university
institution (like university grading policies, for example) can limit the expanse of student and
instructor agency. However, these realities should not preclude working toward developing
“participatory democracies” in the classroom.

This book was edited by Vicki L. Crawford, Jaqueline Anne Rouse, and Barbara Woods.
I have seen “progressive pedagogy” be defined as a student-centered teaching approach, one in which an instructor
consciously reduces their role as central scholar. I have also seen it defined as an approach that centers experience over
formal education. It can vary in definition, but it is a moving away from “traditional” classroom structures where the
instructor is omniscient. It can be a catchall term to define any kind of teaching practice that is seen as untraditional,
which is how I am using it consciously, in a way that hopefully highlights that the term is often used, probably too
casually, and can obfuscate cynical deployments by sometimes powerful parties simply using terms in education and
teaching that are in vogue.
4
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In that same book, I learned that the Women’s Political Council—an organization of Black
women—began the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Typically, when we discuss of the Montgomery Bus
Boycott, we talk about Rosa Parks and, of course, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., but most are not
aware that the council was the group who began organizing the actual boycott. These stories
resonated with me in powerful ways because, for one, much of the storytelling around the civil rights
movement focuses on men—though in every freedom movement, from the Sea Island Citizenship
Schools to the Black Panther Party, Black women were essential to the movement’s organization.
Groups like the Women’s Political Council employed, in my view, a pedagogy of organizing and crafting,
which are important in my work. After learning about the council, I began to realize that the practice
of activism is accessible work. The council made flyers letting bus commuters know about the
boycott. After these flyers passed through town, the commuters and the community came together,
relied on one another, and basically put the local bus service out of business. I mention the
importance of the council’s work here because I think that most of us come to school as young
students, ready to be receptacles for the knowledge we expect to be placed into us by the “leaders”
of the classroom—the teachers, which is a passive experience for us as students.
I want to acknowledge here that many of the students I teach, the vast majority of which
tend to be Black and brown, sometimes have a very practical approach to learning in the classroom.
Many are there to work towards a degree, not to “change the world” necessarily, or even themselves.
And why would they see the classroom as a site for stretching, or collectivity? The classroom has
historically been an oppressive force in the lives of Black children in the U.S., since the very first
schoolhouses were constructed for them to attend. Scholar and cultural critic Henry Giroux, in his
essay “Paulo Freire and the Pedagogy of Bearing Witness,” argues that contemporary pedagogy is
“bare,” as it “has been reduced to a form of training in techniques and methods.” He goes on to
argue that because “conformity and disposability” are developed in this “bare” learning

35

environment, students “are stripped of their capacities to be critical agents,” ultimately creating a
student who “[does not feel] a responsibility to others, but one who feels the presence of critical thought, social
responsibility, and social justice as an unbearable burden to be contained and the practice of self-reflection as a threat to
his or her identity [emphasis added].”6 Giroux suggests that generative modes of learning are
suppressed in schools and actually contribute to lack of student engagement. Despite this reality, I
want to make sure to honor a desire on the part of students to simply pay for the courses they need
and not have this desire be linked to a lack of enthusiasm for societal or political change. I also want
to acknowledge that all the structural dynamics Giroux refers to will not be directly confronted in
this work. However, what Giroux talks about above is necessary to grapple with, as it enriches our
understanding of how entrenched systems of oppression, like racism and capitalism, exist in spaces
that we purport to learn and teach in.

Being Receptive to the Act of Care in the Classroom (and beyond)
I aim to deploy the concept of receptivity in this work because the hand that Black activists
can we speak in flowers.
it will be easier for me to understand.

had in creating and developing learning spaces for those who

-other language

have been historically injured has not been fully understood

-Nayirrah Waheed, Salt

to the field of Writing Studies; the history of their activism

should be known to instructors and students, particularly BIPOC ones, who too often are victims of
trauma at the hands of educational systems that purport to serve them. Using care work, which is a
principle of receptivity, I can acknowledge those legacies while offering a vision for how we can go
about producing writing assignments in the classroom. The work of care in the writing classroom,

Henry A. Giroux, “Paulo Freire and the Pedagogy of Bearing Witness,” Counterpoints, 400 (2012), 118,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42981524.
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for my purposes, encompasses some tenets of restorative justice. Restorative justice7 seeks to require
accountability on the part of those who have committed transgressions without engaging
punishment on behalf of the (carceral) state. The belief here is that wrongs can be addressed within
a community in way that acknowledges the humanity of all parties involved without sanctioning or
seeking out punitive discipline for the offending party. This kind of process can be supportive,
especially for Black people who have too often been harmed by a carceral educational environment
or the actual prison system. How is restorative justice relevant to the teaching of writing? Many
students experience writing as a punishing process, especially for some of those who do not have
expert facility with SAE or those who do not speak English as a first language. If writing is viewed
by some students as a punitive process, finding ways to appreciate this view without deepening a
students’ distance from writing work is essential. More on this in the chapters that follow.
Care work encourages us to be warm towards one another in environments that do not
necessarily engender feelings of camaraderie (like a competitive college environment). The work of
care makes space for the fact that people carry, along with their bodies, their feelings, and their
circumstances, into the classroom. With this work, I am responding to those in positions like mine
who critique the fact that students often bring their entire lives to the classroom, which sometimes
leaves less room for course objectives being met that day. Some seem to actively reject an embrace
of ideas that may not be considered “rigorous” (like feelings) in the classroom, while others seem
more uncomfortable with making space for emotion (however that presents) in the classroom. I
want to acknowledge here that instructors do have course requirements to meet, and when those
requirements compete with “disruption” in the classroom, the need to meet the requirements often

I should mention here that abolitionists like Mariame Kaba have pointed out that terms like restorative justice have
been co-opted by institutions in the name of healing or wellness work, also known as productivity (at least, in the space
of institutions). I realize that employing this term here is a practice of institutionalization (but not a push for
productivity). As I pointed out in the prologue to this dissertation, this is the tension of academic work like this.
7
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wins out. I also want to acknowledge that this refusal on the part of some instructors to make space
for feelings in the classroom may not occur when, say, in office hours with a student or in spaces
outside of the university. Rather than cast blame on the inability of instructors to make room for
unregulated expression in the classroom, I am contending that making space for feelings in the
classroom space is not only worthy and rigorous, but also a kind of deep rhetorical work fitting for a
composition classroom. Finally, the work of care is not just for practicing in the classroom with
students—it is also very much for the instructors who also bring to the classroom, along with their
bodies, their lives, as well.

Ella Baker’s Classroom Without Walls
Civil rights activist and organizer Ella Baker deeply impacts my pedagogical (and scholarly)
thinking. Baker was a field secretary and eventual director of branches for the NAACP, one of the
country’s most prominent civil rights organizations. I chose to focus on Baker and her practices here
as a pedagogical guidepost because her work with the SCLC and SNCC occur during the modern
civil rights era in the U.S., which was a rich time where various sites of Black collective political
action (like SNCC and CORE) converged with the practice of liberatory pedagogies (like those
practiced during Mississippi Freedom Summer). Her legacy, according to research professor Wesley
C. Hogan, “not only pervades the story of SNCC but also becomes visible in many of the movements that
followed the civil rights/Black Power era, in the 1990s and again in the 2010s [emphasis added].”8 Hogan goes
on to argue that because Baker’s approach to organizing is so little known (and therefore difficult to

Wesley C. Hogan, “Youth and Women Lead: Ella Baker and SNCC,” in On the Freedom Side: How Five Decades of Youth
Activists Have Remixed American History (University of North Carolina Press, 2019), 18.
8
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replicate), there are not many modern political approaches that capture Baker’s specific commitment
to rhizomatic leadership.9
Though not a teacher by trade (she actively avoided this path, in fact, believing that the
profession locked her into a stereotypical gender role), her pedagogical legacy was deeply felt by the
young activists she mentored. According to Hogan, Baker “is possibly the greatest champion of
American democratic politics that no one outside of certain circles has ever heard about—and a
lodestar for group-centered leadership.”10 Her lack of visibility outside of certain spaces, however,
might be, according to Professor of African-American Studies Sharon Harley, in part11 due to her
belief in group-centered leadership.12 Baker’s pedagogical work, as Professor of History Barbara
Ransby notes, was not recorded or enshrined, but it existed in her interactions with individuals and
communities, in the way she carried herself, and in even in the way she spoke: “[Baker’s speech], her
choice of pronouns…the cadence of her voice all conveyed a message about who she was and what kind of
political vision she wanted to project to her listeners [emphasis added].” Her use of situational
democracy,13 developing a “classroom without walls,” and using conflict as a teaching tool made her
an innovative pedagogue. I chose the quote about Baker above because I believe it speaks to her
guiding pedagogical philosophy, which focused on living the work one aimed to do. Institutions she
worked with and for, like the male-dominated Southern Christian Leadership Conference (or the
SCLC, headed by Martin Luther King, Jr.) reified gender roles by refusing to include female heads in

“It is a harsh reality that Baker’s work—and that of others who worked in a similar manner—has largely been invisible,
and thus difficult for subsequent generations of ‘Ella Bakers’ to emulate. Indeed, it explains why successful democratic
organizing happens so rarely.” (Hogan, “Youth and Women Lead,” 27.)
10 Hogan, “Youth and Women Lead,” 18.
11 Also partly, according to Harley, due to the widely held belief that women should take up ancillary roles in the civil
rights movement.
12 Sharon Harley, “Baker, Ella Jo (1903–1986) Civil Rights Activist,” in The New Encyclopedia of Southern Culture, Volume 24:
Race, Thomas C. Holt, Laurie B. Green and Charles Reagan, eds. (University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 189.
13 “Baker had to constantly assess and reassess the power dynamics in any given situation and then tilt the leadership
scales in the direction of the least powerful.” (Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement (University of
North Carolina Press, 2003), 368.)
9

39

the organization. Baker took note of this and insisted to her young mentees at SNCC (Student NonViolent Coordinating Committee)—a student-organized civil rights group developed on April 16,
1960, at Shaw University, Baker’s alma mater14—via her teaching that reproducing problematic
gender roles and other hierarchal societal dynamics in the group would not be tolerated; however,
she rarely interrupted group discussion, except to ask questions or encourage others who had not
spoken in the group to speak up. Baker lamented mainstream (male) civil rights organizers’ focus on
flowery oratory. To make change, she argued, one needed to cut to the heart of the issue using plain
language. Even though she herself had considerable oratorical skill, she chose to focus on the
message, not the medium.
Baker’s pedagogy was, as was mentioned earlier, a lived practice. I do not believe one can fully
embody the principles Baker espouses in the classroom without living them outside of it. Though
teaching is a performance in and of itself (which, while not innocuous, is not to my mind negative),
the change one wishes to effect in the classroom cannot be. Baker focused on being “engaging”
rather than being “mesmerizing”—though many of her acolytes might argue that she mesmerized
them anyway. Baker, according to Joyce Ladner, a member of SNCC, would “distill” the contents of
a discussion, highlight gaps in various arguments, and direct members toward resources where those
gaps might be filled.15 Her presence, while unassuming in pedagogical spaces, was always felt,
according to Ransby.
Baker’s “classroom” was not an actual classroom; it was a gathering of high schoolers and
college students exchanging ideas for civil rights activism during the 1960’s. It was also not a
(typical) classroom because Baker believed that her role in SNCC was that of a facilitator—one who
saw the teacher-student exchange as a conversation rather than a one-way, didactic event. Her

14
15

Hogan, “Youth and Women Lead,” 22.
Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement, 358.

40

pedagogical approach changed depending on the identities and experiences present in the space with
her and she worked to uplift the voices that needed to be heard the most. These voices, in
situational democracy, shift and vary depending on things like context and setting. According to
Ransby, embracing situational democracy meant that Baker “had to constantly assess and reassess
the power dynamics in any given situation and then tilt the leadership scales in the direction of the
least powerful.”16 Finally, Baker would allow these varied voices to clash with one another until they
sometimes reached peak dissonance. Then, she would press the group with questions—not
solutions. According to a student, Lenora Taitt-Magubane, “[Baker] would sit there and she would
literally almost let a meeting fall apart. People were at each other before she would intervene,
because she wanted the decision to come out of the group and not be hers.”17 In addition, Mary
King, a SNCC member, said that she would challenge the young activists to “articulate [their]
assumptions [emphasis added].”18 Baker was able to configure a “classroom without walls” by
acknowledging the changing ideological makeup of groups in the “classroom” space and the most
marginalized in those groups, challenging group members to create their own solutions. The
informal “classroom” Baker facilitated would also inspire the structure of the classrooms in 1964
Mississippi we will discuss in this work’s second chapter.

Letting a Meeting “Fall Apart”: Making the Case for Pedagogical Failure
Baker also teaches us that conflict is normal. We often treat discourse in the public space as
something that ought to be “dignified,” “civil” or “appropriate.” These politically and culturally
defined discourse parameters often act as tools for silencing messy conversations (as well as the
Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement, 358.
Ibid., 360.
18 Ibid.
16
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marginalized folk who may have them). While respecting one’s personhood is a non-negotiable rule
when debating in my view, “failing” to agree, “failing” to “get something right,” or “failing to show
up” in a conversation is simply a sign, perhaps, that multiple voices participated in the dissonance.
After the voices clash, we should make room for grace. In the article “Diversity Is Not Justice:
Working toward Radical Transformation and Racial Equity in the Discipline,” scholars Ersula Ore,
Kimberly Wieser, and Christina Cedillo write:
All communities require healing. Many BIPOC wrestle with intergenerational posttraumatic stress disorder, the effects of ongoing oppression and violence, and
epigenetically-encoded oppression and violence. Thus, we can’t expect our
communities not to have “hurt people who hurt people.” Luckily, we also have a
good number of “healed people who heal people.” And we cannot separate that
from our work as rhetorical scholars, particularly if we work in cultural rhetorics or
our work focuses on BIPOC in any way. If we don’t work toward healing in all we
do and in all interactions, struggle for it, then we are making our livings off of the back of
that violence and continuing it [emphasis added].19
Ore, Wieser, and Cedillo tell us that the way to stop perpetuating violence in classroom is by
acknowledging the structural realities our students, particularly our BIPOC students, face. Without
wading into a discussion about the teacher’s role as therapist or social worker, as that conversation
requires sustained focus, we can agree that as instructors (whether we want to recognize this or not),
we are involved in the things students carry with them to our classroom. Try as some of us might to
remove “disruptive” feelings or emotions from the classroom, it cannot be done, at least not
completely. Knowing this, we might think of how we can be with our students in ways that do not
actively contribute to their experience of trauma.20

Ersula Ore, Kimberly Wieser, and Christina Cedillo, eds., “Diversity Is Not Justice: Working toward Radical
Transformation and Racial Equity in the Discipline,” College Composition and Communication, 72. no 4 (June 2021), 603,
NCTE.
20 Note: a good critique of the concept of thinking through trauma in the classroom is that BIPOC students are defined by
their traumatic experiences and nothing else. I would say here that we all experience joy and harm (and everything inbetween) and perpetuate them as well. I, however, believe that trauma can be experienced as a small event – therefore,
we are all (including instructors!) experiencing different kinds of trauma all the time. I don’t understand this reality as
defeatist or in any way fetishizing, however; I see it as a reality and I also see developing responses to these traumatic
events as necessary, generative, and accessible.
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According to Hogan, some SNCC members almost came to blows at a meeting. One
member, Joanne Grant, began crying in response. Baker stood Grant up and began singing the song
“We Shall Overcome,” to soothe Grant and ease the tension of the meeting.21 Bernice Johnson
Reagon, another member of SNCC, remembered that Baker would ask members about their families
and their states of mind amidst the tensest interactions.22 Hogan writes that
Baker’s persistence in caring for others was not just an organizing method. Much more
importantly, it helped provide a sense of the society they all fought for, one they wanted to live
in. Demanding respect and dignity and a fair playing field was hollow if one was not
willing to also provide it for others. Here again, living “as if” the future was possible in the
here and now, SNCC people created social relations that could form the bedrock of a new kind of
political life [emphasis added].23
Baker knew that care work was essential to the carrying out of political goals; transformative change
had to come from pedagogical approaches rooted in the work of care. The observation that Hogan
makes above about Baker’s willingness to practice care with and for the young activists she worked
with is important because it serves as a template for the kind of care practice I feel is generative in
the writing classroom. For instance, if one is dedicated to confronting the punitive nature of some
writing instruction by avoiding, say, strict penalties for “incorrect” grammar, living out that desire
fully would also require, I would argue, a commitment to moving away from the carceral logics that
might show up in syllabus construction (when at all possible), course policy and design, and
communication style. So, care work is not just expressed in one avenue, but rather, it is expressed in
all areas of one’s practices as part of a deep political and personal commitment. I also think that
Baker modeled, in these situations, responses to trauma (in the “classroom”) that at least some
members of SNCC found resonant. Instead of a response to “failure” rooted in prescription, the

Hogan, “Youth and Women Lead,” 27.
Ibid., 28.
23 Ibid.
21
22

43

response is informed by investigation, which usually means asking questions—something Baker seems
to have always encouraged the members of SNCC to do.
Finally, Baker’s approach in creating SNCC serves as inspiration for us to develop
educational spaces—some of them occurring within the actual classroom—where participants can
participate and create forms of restitution for themselves and one another. These sites can also serve
as responses to historically abusive institutional paradigms. Also, like Baker’s pedagogical site
(SNCC), these new teaching and learning sites can discourage the reproducing of damaging
ideologies present in social spaces—a necessary move to develop classrooms with more space.

Reading the World: Receptivity as a Pedagogical Practice
“But education must be about the truth, or we
should forget about it.” – June Jordan

Orator and activist Sojourner Truth once said that
she did not “read small stuff such as letters,” she, instead,

“read men and nations [my emphasis].” Truth, a formerly enslaved woman, was perhaps responding to
and rejecting the literacy standards that attempted to lock her into a position of servility. The
analytical work she did was ultimately much more profound (perhaps borne out of necessity) than
merely reading and interpreting texts. She could read the world. Jacqueline Jones Royster argues that
Black women’s experience offer valuable insights into literacy studies. She writes:
African American women writers keep a hopeful eye on the future, not a pessimistic
one. They bring past knowledge and experience to bear on present problems, with a
social obligation to make whatever adjustments are necessary to bring a better world
into existence. They demonstrate persistently a commitment to the power of belief in
possibility. They model in various ways that a basic strategy in sustaining such a
commitment, even in the face of unknowns, is to constitute a vision and a set of
values based on past knowledge and experience. Using this perspective (a sense of
self, agency, and responsibility to society), these writers define and interpret problems and
identify and implement solutions. With this habit of language and action, change can be perceived in
both positive and productive terms [emphasis added].24
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Though Ella Baker did not make her living writing, I believe that she (and all the other women I
have mentioned above) brought her knowledge and experience to the spaces she entered and
implemented solutions to the problems she saw. The ability to “make adjustments” to bring about a
more just world in part, I think, comes from having to navigate the world as a Black person and as
someone who is not male. We can be inspired by these Black female writers to enrich our approach
to teaching composition and to push back against a kind of teaching that is uncritical of the
institutional imperative to produce “good writers.” María del Carmen Salazar, Associate Professor in
the College of Education at the University of Denver posits that “the education goals for students of
color continue to be those of cultural replacement and assimilation into mainstream values and practices
[emphasis added]” and argues that when BIPOC students experience academic difficulties, it is often
attributed to their culture or background.25 If we valued a different kind of literacy—the kind of literacy that
Truth advocated for—the composition course could contribute to a more just learning experience.
This literacy values how to be in the world as well as how to examine the world. As Salazar points to in
her article, mainstream education often insists that BIPOC students assimilate—or, at best, limit
their ways of speaking and expressing to speak and express themselves in ways that certain segments
in society find valuable. Though it has been argued that “code-switching” is a valuable skill for
students, particularly BIPOC ones, the kind of literacy that I think Truth might have advocated for
is one where we would unmask society’s insistence on people placing value on certain kinds of
languages (and writing).
Eric Darnell Pritchard makes the case for “restorative literacy” in his book Fashioning Lives:
Black Queers and the Politics of Literacy. They say that restorative literacies “are a repurposing of literacy

María del Carmen Salazar, “A Humanizing Pedagogy: Reinventing the Principles and Practice of Education as a
Journey Toward Liberation,” Review of Research in Education, 37 (2013), 131, https://www.jstor.org/stable/24641959.
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in the face of attempts to dominate others with ‘normativity’.”26 These kinds of literacies are especially
needed for Black people in educational spaces because Black people, for Pritchard, are queered due to
their historical reading as “undomesticated” and “wild”—and therefore unfit for the “nationalism
project of the state.”27 Literacy is linked to both social and political belonging, and, since Black
Americans have historically not belonged, as they had not been allowed access to literacy (or humanity),
the kinds of literacy we emphasize in formalized educational spaces is often not relevant, and, by
extension, not ostensibly useful in many ways. Pritchard defines “literacy normativity” as “the use of
literacy to create and impose normative standards and beliefs onto people who are labeled alien or
other through textscapes that are experienced as painful because they do damage or inflict harm.”28

Receptivity in Action: How Restorative Justice Makes Space for Grace
Restorative justice, according to the text Assisting Victims of Terrorism: Towards a European
Standard of Justice, “is based upon the understanding that crime is a violation of people and relationships and that
these violations create obligations [emphasis added].”29 “Crime” can be defined in a multitude of ways,
though I should be clear here that the text I referenced above addresses the notion of trauma on a
massive scale (terrorism). In my view, however, a “crime” can also be any action that causes trauma;
“crimes,” then, are committed amongst human beings probably every moment. The authors in this
text say that restorative justice figures crime as something that needs to be rectified interpersonally as opposed
to legally rectified. The authors also contend that “crime in this worldview represents a wound in the
community as relationships are damaged. This perception reflects that crime is also a community problem and

Eric Darnell Pritchard, Fashioning Lives: Black Queers and the Politics of Literacy (Southern Illinois University Press, 2016),
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eds. Rianne Letschert, Antony Pemberton, and Ines Staiger (London: Springer, 2010): 269, doi: 10.1007/978-90-4813025-2.
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may affect other victims beyond the direct victim [emphasis added].”30 Trauma (as an effect of a crime)
affects all human beings. To inhabit a space that has historically been hostile and rejecting, whether
covertly or overtly, is to experience a kind of trauma. In this work, I am mostly gesturing to a collective
traumatic educational experience felt by Black people in the U.S. Being receptive to the reality of trauma
in the classroom can act as a receptive move. If re-inhabitation, according to David Gruenewald, is reentering a site of injury caused by exploitative practices, receptivity in the classroom is then
necessary. The classroom is obviously the site, again, of historical injury for Black students (the site,
for many students, of rhetorical, physical, and psychic violence,31 which can also be defined as kinds
of crime); the care-work we engage acts as a kind restorative justice in addressing these injuries.
Typically, in a framework of restorative justice, the perpetrators who committed the crime must take
accountability. For my purposes, however, we create space for the class to acknowledge the injuries
sustained, while also acknowledging that the perpetrators may or may not enter our space to be held
accountable.32 I also want to note, however, that in the space of the classroom, we also cause injury
to one another. In those cases, the interpersonal rectification (between perpetrator and victim) of
the crime is employed. The authors of the text Assisting Victims of Terrorism assert that crimes, in the
worldview of restorative justice, may affect other victims beyond the direct victim33—the crime of
denying literacy to Black people in the U.S. and then punishing them when they did get access affected

Staiger, ed., “Restorative Justice Principles,” 269.
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the structure of the entire school system for BIPOC students. These crimes have embedded themselves into
the policies of current school systems. Garrett Albert Duncan argues that “urban pedagogies work
through adolescents of color, making them less competitive economically by subjecting them to an education
that emphasizes discipline and control [emphasis added].”34 Duncan is describing the “school-to-prisonpipeline”35—a school system that puts a premium on managing mainly Black and brown bodies. This
approach, as touched on earlier, is particularly prevalent in K-12 systems. Again, even though in this
project I am focusing on Black bodies in the college classroom, I believe the impacts of the K-12
system are evident in the freshmen I teach.
In the article “The Stories They Tell: Mainstream Media, Pedagogies of Healing, and Critical
Media Literacy,” its authors, literacy scholars and administrators April Baker-Bell, Raven Jones
Stanbrough, and Sakeena Everett argue that a “pedagogy of healing” is critical in this moment
because Black youth “are feeling wounded, weary, and dispirited by the ubiquitous assault against
Black bodies and a burgeoning media culture that works to stigmatize, criminalize, demonize, and
objectify them.”36 Though this article was published in January of 2017, its truth is always
resonant— and since 2017, the U.S. (and the world at large) has experienced the largest mass racial
justice protest ever and COVID-19, a deadly respiratory virus which is disproportionately impacting
BIPOC and poor and working-class folks. I submit that we all (teachers and non-teachers included)
need to practice and grow our own pedagogies of healing in the face of unprecedented loss and
suffering. For education professor Ting Yuan, students’ bodies, particularly Black ones, are
“neglected” and “sanctioned” in an institution committed to monitoring them.37 A pedagogical
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approach that incorporates restorative justice might recognize that the institutional practice of
surveillance, rather than the student(s) being monitored, needs to be called into question.
Instructors also internalize traumatic experiences and carry them to class as well. In a
conversation with educator and scholar Ron Scapp, Black feminist scholar and former professor bell
hooks argued that teachers who do not understand who they are and those who have experienced
trauma they have not processed are going to practice damaging pedagogical methods in the
classroom: “If professors are wounded, damaged individuals, people who are not self-actualized,
then they will seek asylum in the academy rather than seek to make the academy a place of challenge,
dialectical interchange, and growth [emphasis added].”38 “Wounded” instructors may be more likely
to create a constricting space for students, some of which require pedagogical models that cultivate
expansive approaches to assignments and other course work. Often, however, the emotional lives of
those in the classroom, including those of instructors, are seen as inconsequential or irrelevant. If we
are not honest about what we struggle with emotionally as instructors and administrators, it is very
possible that the practices we engage in the classroom will be affected by that struggle. Of course,
we all practice compartmentalization, sometimes as a survival method, but when relatively safe,39
hooks makes it clear to us that unpacking how we navigate our lives is important for our wellbeing
and she links a lack of insight into our emotional lives to our possible upholding of constrictive
pedagogical models. In the article “Communal Justicing: Writing Assessment, Disciplinary
Infrastructure, and the Case for Critical Language Awareness,” its authors argue that structures in
the academy are reinforced via the pedagogical choices instructors make,40 meaning that instructors
influence the ways students learn in their space (the classroom).
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“Being Together” in the Classroom as a Way to Engage Pedagogies of
Healing
Curriculum and pedagogy scholar Harper Benjamin Keenan writes: “[e]ducation is a way to
practice how we might be together. When kids are treated like objects to manage and control, it often teaches
them that this way of relating is unremarkable [emphasis added].”41 Although Keenan specifically refers
to “kids” in his writing, I think that college students, though adults, are also “learning how to be
together.” If their K-12 experience was understood as a managed one, they may be carrying these
understandings to the college classroom, and not valuing what “being together” might look like, at
least in the space of the classroom.
“Being together” could be expressed as a tool of restorative justice work in the classroom.
What does “being together” in the classroom look like? For me, learning to “be together” looks like
learning to co-develop ideas and feeling comfortable seeking out support. Not only do I hypothesize
that our college students are carrying this “managed” experience with them which might foreclose
understandings of collectivity in the classroom, but I also submit that instructors are as well. In the
book Democracies to Come: Rhetorical Action, Neoliberalism, and Communities of Resistance, authors Rachel
Riedner and Kevin Mahoney “argue that pedagogy understood as that which occurs only within classroom
spaces is problematic because it represents pedagogy as a closed system and thus fails to recognize how
classroom practices are part of a larger network of bodies, emotions, and economies [emphasis added].”42
Learning to “be together” is obviously not just a skill or practice for the classroom, it is one for all
outside interactions as well.
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The silos of being that austerity and neo-liberalism produce, in the university and beyond (I will
look at this idea briefly in this work’s prologue and more fully in its final chapter), figure
“independence” as “inherently good” which “elide the ways in which independence can stand in for
isolation.”43 Professor of English Julie Jung argues that the prospect of “possibility” that occurs in
making connections with others is precluded when we center independence, which can quickly
become isolation.44 How might “being together” challenge our practice—induced by programs
organized by goals of capital and of management—of “independence? We are finding ways to think
through this question in this work.
According to the authors of “Communal Justicing,” “[i]njustice is something Writing Studies
infrastructurally inherits, irrespective of the ‘good’ intentions and actions of individual educators
[emphasis added].”45 This is so in part because certain languages are privileged in writing classroom
over others. The authors contend that “standard language ideologies” implant themselves into
evaluative practices and teaching approaches,46 which can adversely affect students who are not
fluent in SAE or academic language.
How we feel about ourselves as instructors, how we center languages, and how we practice
“being together” in our own lives can impact the ways we teach, and that importance needs to be
underscored so that we can (1) take steps to care for ourselves in intentional ways and (2) so that we
avoid reinforcing restrictive teaching approaches that hurt our students’ desire and ability to deepen
their own learning and teaching practices.
Understanding our need for healing as instructors as well as the need for healing on the part
of our students is necessary, particularly in a social and political landscape marked by Black death,
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isolation, and surveillance—because these dynamics impact all of us—profoundly. In the 2020
CCCC Chair’s address, Vershawn Ashanti Young, Professor in English Language and Literature,
writes that literacy teachers should consider performing a Black Body Acknowledgement, which is:
an individual and personalized public statement, offered by an individual speaker to:
(1) personally recognize the systemic oppression of Black people in daily life; (2)
personally commit to use their individual platform to intervene in that injustice of
oppression; and (3) personally call upon others, especially the immediate audience, to
join in the active effort to root out anti-Black sentiment and racisms.47
Young, considering the murder of George Floyd, a Black man, at the hands of police in
Minneapolis, Minnesota on May 25, 2020, and the murders of Breonna Taylor, Atatiana Jefferson,
Aura Rosser, and Trayvon Martin (as well as countless others), calls on people in teaching positions
to practice recognition of the Black body by highlighting the oppression Black people face and by
committing themselves to locate and “root-out” anti-Blackness.
Scholars and teachers like April Baker-Bell and Vershawn Ashanti Young ask both
instructors and students to negotiate their learning (and living) plans together in the space of the
classroom. Young asks us to co-imagine classrooms and academic spaces that actively work to root
out anti-Blackness48 and the authors of “Communal Justicing” (who I reference in the introduction)
challenge instructors to contend with unjust writing assessment practices by addressing the
publications and policies that inform said practices49—these kinds of calls for “being together” help
us to grapple with (punitive) policies of austerity (which I will discuss in the final chapter of this
work), and other harmful policies that impact both instructors and students in the college writing
classroom and the academy at-large.

Vershawn Ashanti Young, “2020 CCCC Chair’s Address: Say They Name in Black English: George Floyd, Breonna
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How to “Re-inhabit” a Space with Receptivity
I imagine the guidelines below for practicing
receptivity in the classroom / space as helpful for instructors,
administrators, and students to consider if curious about what
foundation a “receptive” classroom or learning space might be

flower work
is
not easy.
remaining
soft in fire
takes
time.
-Nayirrah Waheed, Salt

built on.

Figure 1: The Process of Receptivity

I.

Recognize the historical crimes (injury) committed in your space.

We can think of writing as a way in which we redress historical crimes committed in the
classroom. Consider what the narrator in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man asks of his audience
about race, identity, history, and writing:
And I, the only witness for the defense, knew neither the extent of his guilt not the
nature of his crime. Where were the historians today? And how would they put it down…what
did they even think of us transitory ones? …birds of passage who were too obscure
for learned classification…too distant from the centers of historical decision to sign or even to
applaud the signers of historical documents? We who write no novels, histories or other books. What
about us…[emphasis added]50
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The narrator, responding to the murder of his friend at the hands of police, is asking his audience
about authorship. He knows that the “story” about his friend’s death will not come from the people
who look like him—it will come from the people who ended his friend’s life. The narrator is
speaking to the lack of agency Black people have often experienced regarding narratives that include
them. This history ought to be considered in the writing classroom. Instead of creating more barriers
to writing—like, for example, penalizing students for improper grammar—we can consider the
writing classroom as fertile ground for a “center of historical decision.” Recognition here requires,
again, an understanding that, historically, the people allowed on the record51 were often not Black (or
Indigenous!) people.
Engaging a process of restorative justice requires patience; for students who may have been
harmed in the classroom before, “showing up” and engaging may prove difficult. Documents like
the syllabus are often seen as organizing documents, but they can also be prohibiting ones. The
syllabus often does not account for students who have strained relationships with writing—it does
not account for students who have not been, as the narrator in Invisible Man says, in the center of
historical decision and who, therefore, have approaches to text that are not accounted for in “neutral” or
“colorblind” teaching texts, including syllabi. These texts, as Salazar might argue, do take a position.
Cultural theorist Richard Dwyer says in the book Only Skin Deep: Changing Visions of the American Self
that whiteness has historically been seen as an essential but non-physical entity, while Blackness has always been
highly visible. He argues that “[while] systems of racial classification from the 18th century onward
reduced people of color to the corporeal, whiteness was understood as a spirit...Whiteness, then, does not
need to be made visible to be present…it can be expressed as the spirit of enterprise, as the power to organize

Frank Wilderson, cultural critic and professor, along with film professor Jared Sexton and to a lesser degree Saiyida
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the material world” [emphasis added].52 This claim is important, because it helps us to understand that
the tools we use to teach have a history; they are not neutral. Recognizing this is another way that we
practice receptivity in the classroom.

II.

Choose your writers.

Ella Baker, though not a professor in the formal sense, taught the young activists of SNCC
that leadership is only truly radical if it involves the voices of all participants. To be receptive to the
teachings of past activists is to choose your writers.

III.

Make the case for failure.

To be receptive is also to be willing. Oftentimes, in syllabi, instructors include an attendance
policy, which generally offers little flexibility in how one can show up in the classroom. Due to
varying factors,53 it is sometimes difficult to attend in-person, class meetings. What allowances do we
(can we) make for students who fail to attend class? Is a punitive consequence needed to address
this, or can we think of “showing up” differently? How might the writers we chose address this? I
want to also acknowledge that attendance policies may not be allowed to be crafted by the
instructor—sometimes it is a departmental requirement. Shifting the definition of “showing up” in
the classroom might also adversely impact adjunct and part-time faculty, who have less autonomy
than tenured staff. In “showing up” for ourselves as instructors, how do we navigate these realities
and serve our students in ways that truly address their needs?
Being receptive means being vulnerable because openness requires it; vulnerability in
classroom is often shunned, because so often, we are asked to leave our personal lives at the door.

Richard Dyer, quoted in Coco Fusco and Brian Wallis, eds., Only Skin Deep: Changing Visions of the American Self (New
York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2003), 36.
53 Currently, one of those factors is COVID-19.
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Sometimes, our lives are difficult to navigate, and, sometimes, this becomes evident in the
classroom. We are often taught to manage our emotions in public spaces. In school, particularly at
the university-level, implicit is the demand that we maintain an objective distance from the material
we cover. In my experience, both as student and instructor, however, to maintain this “distance” is
not an inherently natural ability for students or instructors. Though the classroom typically does
demand a kind of professional (and physical) comportment (by design), the desire on the part of
students (and instructors) to respond to topics that they strongly identify with sometimes overcomes
the environment. How should we address events in the classroom that are charged, perhaps with
anger? How do we seek to “manage” the students in the classroom who are not leaving their lives at
the door? We might re-direct the conversation that day—maybe the book discussion is tabled to address
the comments that were made. Perhaps we spend time discussing how to disagree while doing the
least harm. How we address the point of “falling apart” in the classroom depends on our capacity
for vulnerability in this particular public space.

IV.

Imagine care work as writing work.

One of the reasons we take writing for granted in our personal lives is perhaps because we
are not being assessed on our grammar or use of language in the same ways that we are in the
classroom. The language used in SMS (text messages) and written posts on social media are not
policed in the same ways that language may be policed in the writing classroom. When we ask our
students if they like to write and they say “no,” it may be worthwhile to acknowledge that they are
likely not saying “no” to all forms of writing.
If self-care, according to Audre Lorde, is an “act of political warfare,”54 why not employ selfcare methods in a classroom that incorporates that line of thinking? Often, for example, instructors
54
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provide things like snacks in the classroom for “special occasions,” like the last day of classes or for
a big exam. The notion of having food in the classroom for a non-exam day, or for the middle of
the week, does not seem necessary. I am discussing this here because things like snacks are seen as
periodic “treats,” but if care is a form of political warfare, why would we perform care periodically?
Why would we impart to students that they are worthy of care once in a while? I am not suggesting
that instructors must provide food for their students; what I am arguing for is consistency with
whatever care strategies one does employ. The care strategies do not have to be the same all the
time, but whatever they are, they should be practiced in some way, regularly. Being aware of the
ways in which students respond to the care practices employed in the classroom can act as a form of
affective research. Building a body of work around care practices will only strengthen our ability to
respond carefully in the classroom; it will also help us to encourage students to develop their own
strategies of healing in response to the environment of the classroom.

Recognizing the pedagogues who came before55 and making room for failure in the
classroom are both things that require careful thought. Responding to the needs of the classroom in
the moment (situational democracy) is that consideration brought to life. The practice of receptivity
helps our students move to the center of historical decision—by (1) creating space to acknowledge the
historical injuries the classroom has perpetuated, (2) centering the work of teachers who worked to
frame education both as political and personal action for their students, and (3) underscoring care’s
place in writing work.

An important note: I ask us to practice this acknowledgement of the teacher-activists I reference here as an orienting
exercise; there were and are so many folks that can be looked to; centralizing a few people is not where we want to
ultimately leave our practice—again, I’m thinking of this as a way in to recognizing important pedagogical work that
came before.
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57

CHAPTER TWO
Examining how Black Reflective and Reflexive
Practices Create Space for Local Pedagogies
when you remove them from your nucleus.
your being is then
allowed
to
focus
its power
on
turning your life.
into.
your soul’s work.
you become yours.
again.
-decolonization | center
-Nayirrah Waheed, Salt

A Note on Honoring History (Using
Acknowledgement-as- Ritual Wisely)
I would not like to enshrine the Black teachers
and activists I cite here, or lionize them, for many
reasons. Often when Black figures are celebrated widely,
they become less human, more perfect—more respectable,
more palatable for all people (read: white people) to
recognize (and then celebrate). The first chapter of this

project was, in part, a celebration of Black female teacher-activists who significantly shaped Black
educational activism—and it was also an attempt, perhaps unconsciously, on my part, to enshrine
them. It can be dangerous to that kind of work—for one, it can erase the multi-dimensionalities of
human beings—due to this, they can become a blank slate for us to put our own desires and
meanings on—and this is not fair to the complex human being who is often no longer alive to
refute, reclaim, or correct. Finally, this process can be a form of “respectability politics,” a phrase
coined by Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Professor of History and African American Studies.
Respectability politics is
generally defined as what happens when minority and/or marginalized groups are
told (or teach themselves) that in order to receive better treatment from the group in
power, they must behave better…it’s a concept that has existed within black America
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since black people have been in America—the idea that if we walk a little straighter
and write a little neater and speak a little clearer, then white people will treat us
better.1
Lionizing certain Black actors in history can also come at the cost of erasing or ignoring
those more “imperfect” figures who did important work but were not given recognition because
they were somehow not up to the standard of their peers or larger (read: white) society. Also, when
we uncritically elevate some figures over others, we individualize achievements made by a collective of
people. There are, also, of course, countless activists and agitators who never get marked down, and
I think we would do well to keep this in mind when we (I) enshrine certain people in history.
Attempting to achieve a certain status in the state’s imagination as valuable or important is
something marginalized people have done since the state’s emergence as a multi-racial entity; it is
understandable and, in some contexts and time periods, a mode of survival, and I believe that most
would be hard-pressed to say that they have never tried. Instead of attempting to insert Black
activists into the story of pedagogy in the U.S. as a plea for others to engage, I want to look at it as a
path to a more practical understanding of the whole history of pedagogical movements in the U.S.
At times, there have been perhaps echoes of Black exceptionalism masking itself as a celebration
here, and I want to be aware of that as I continue this writing. I want to look at the liberatory
pedagogy and scholarship of Black literacy teachers in the Sea Island Citizenship Schools and
Mississippi Freedom Summer as a series of decisions rooted in varied desires and interests. This is in
no way to take away from the work of the Black activists that I have named here, but it is to remind
myself of the full humanity of people who at the time, were doing their jobs and working collectively
with countless others. So, in this ritual, my hope is not for us to tokenize the individuals that I have

Damon Young, “The Definition, Danger and Disease of Respectability Politics, Explained,” The Root, March 21, 2016,
https://www.theroot.com/the-definition-danger-and-disease-of-respectability-po-1790854699.
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named in our practice, but to honor them by acknowledging their important contributions to
student-centered teaching work.

Introduction
Black pedagogues seemed to understand that reflective and reflexive practices worked best
when the immediate community’s needs were considered. In this chapter, I argue for the importance
of employing reflection in conjunction with reflexivity as well as focusing on the local in the writing
classroom and I discuss how and why Black pedagogues in the past did this. I also argue that
retrieving this history is how we can help to make first year college writing not just more relevant for
students, but more unbound.2
I hope to not only make room for us to acknowledge the pedagogical contributions of the
Black teachers I discuss in this project to Writing Studies and pedagogy largely, but also to add to
the record with my own approach to writing pedagogy rooted in ritual and craft work (this will be
discussed in the following chapters), influenced by these figures and my own experiences in the
college writing classroom as an instructor.
In the first chapter, we practiced receiving, or being receptive to, the knowledge of mainly
Black female teacher-activists, especially Ella Baker, who theorized methods to be in community
with others in contra-punitive ways. In this chapter, we will practice understanding how reflection
and reflexivity as practiced by Septima Clark and Bernice Robinson of the Sea Island Citizenship
Schools and the student-activist-teachers in SNCC during the Mississippi Freedom Summer helps us
to address sites of injury in the classroom, particularly ones that include Black students.

2

Unbound—unbind—unshackle—undo—undone.
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Before I discuss the work of the Sea Island Citizenship Schools and the Freedom Schools
established during the Mississippi Freedom Summer of 1964, I want to link the work of Ella Baker,
whose work I center in the first chapter, more firmly with the work of the Citizenship Schools and
the Freedom Schools. According to teacher and author Jon Hale, “The Freedom Schools followed
in the grassroots organizing tradition associated with Ella Baker, the revered and wise mentor of
SNCC, and the ‘education for citizenship’ programs organized by Septima Clark.”3 Baker and Clark
were contemporaries who both worked at the SCLC. Clark, in an interview with Jacquelyn Dowd
Hall, recalled that Baker was very outspoken and intelligent.4 Clark and Baker were, in fact, “friends
and colleagues who shared the same philosophy and radical pedagogical praxis as activistcommunity-educators.”5 Baker, who developed SNCC in co-creation with high school and college
students, pedagogically inspired SNCC—who would eventually partner with CORE (Congress of
Racial Equality) and the NAACP to develop the Mississippi Freedom Project of 19646—with her
commitment to consensus building and rhizomatic leadership. Just to trace the historical line I am
drawing more firmly: contemporaries Ella Baker and Septima Clark both developed and practiced
pedagogies (along with Bernice Robinson) that influenced the Mississippi Freedom Project codeveloped by SNCC, a group of mostly young Black activists who practiced what we would now call
“student-centered” pedagogy.

Hale, “‘The Student as a Force for Social Change’,” 332.
Jacquelyn Dowd Hall and Septima Clark, “Interview with Septima Poinsette Clark,” July 30, 1976, produced by the
Southern Oral History Program, website, MP3 audio, 26:08, accessed March 14, 2022,
https://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/sohp/id/11139.
5 Joyce Elaine King, “Education Research in the Black Liberation Tradition: Return What You Learn to the People,” The
Journal of Negro Education, 86, no. 2, (Spring 2017): 99, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7709/jnegroeducation.86.2.0095.
6 Nicole A. Burrowes and La TaSha B. Levy, “Freedom Is a Constant Struggle: Teaching the 1964 Mississippi Freedom
Project,” in Understanding and Teaching the Civil Rights Movement, ed. Hasan Kwame Jeffries (University of Wisconsin Press,
2019), 146, https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvvsqcd0.16.
3
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Septima P. Clark, according to Hall, should be as well-known as Rosa Parks, as both women
“contributed significantly to the African American freedom struggle.”7 Clark’s teaching career began
in 1916 at the age of 18.8 Before the establishment of the Sea Island Citizenship Schools, Clark
taught literacy classes at the Highlander Folk School.9 The Sea Island Citizenship Schools were the
brainchild of Esau Jenkins, a South Carolina native and local activist, who ran the schools along with
activist Myles Horton and Clark, as well as Bernice Robinson, a local hairdresser. John’s Island,
North Carolina was the site for the very first citizenship school in 1957. The schools would
eventually spread to South Carolina, Alabama, and Georgia.10 Classes were held monthly11 and were
developed to teach people rudimentary reading and writing comprehension skills so that they would
be eligible to vote,12 which was, to say the least, a downright dangerous prospect in the 1950’s and
60’s U.S. South. Rhea Estelle Lathan, Professor of English Rhetoric and Composition at Florida
State University, says of the advent of Freedom Schools: “[its] inception…was directly motivated by
the understanding, in the gospel sense, that the power to break free of segregation’s intellectual
straightjacket lay in overcoming oppressive tradition through literacy.”13 Voting was also a way for
Black people to claim their space in the body politic and for Black people to realize selfdetermination via literacy, which was one pathway to self-realization.

Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, et.al. “Voices from the Southern Oral History Program: ‘I train the people to do their own
talking’: Septima Clark and Women in the Civil Rights Movement,” Southern Cultures, 16, no. 2 (Summer 2010): 32,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/26214111.
8 Hall and Clark, “Interview with Septima Poinsette Clark.”
9 “Founded in 1932 and located in the Cumberland Plateau in Tennessee…Highlander Folk School…was a place for
learning and listening. It was a place where nontraditional students participated in a nontraditional setting to learn how
to challenge the traditional problems of the South such as segregation, discrimination, racism, and ignorance.” (Alvin
Hughes, “A New Agenda for the South: The Role and Influence of the Highlander Folk School, 1953-1961,” Pylon, 46,
no. 3 (1985): 243, https://www.jstor.org/stable/274832.)
10 Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, et.al. “Voices from the Southern Oral History Program,” 34.
11 Hall and Clark, “Interview with Septima Poinsette Clark.”
12 Clark herself would register Black residents to vote in the weeks between classes. (Hall and Clark, “Interview with
Septima Poinsette Clark.”)
13 Rhea Estelle Lathan, Freedom Writing: African American Civil Rights Literacy Activism, 1955-1967 (NCTE, 2015), 29.
7
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Reflecting Black
Foundational to the philosophy of those who ran the Freedom Schools in Mississippi during
the summer of 1964 was the implementation of reflection in the classroom. Asking students
questions about who they were and what they wanted to learn was essential for the success of the
classroom experience for coordinators. According to researchers George W. Chilcoat and Jerry A.
Ligon,
program developers assumed that if students would ask questions and would focus
on their experiences, these young black Mississipians could raise their own
consciousness and could empower themselves to make changes. By talking about
their experience these students would discover who they were and what was
happening to them. This public discovery—through discussion—“might lead to
action.”14
Self-discovery is obviously an essential part of reflection. I think, however, that the organizers of
these schools would argue that self-discovery in the classroom is most effective when the students
recognize collective desires and organize those desires in impactful ways. Though we have learned
that reflection can be political, there is still an idea—underscored previously in this chapter—that
the practice of reflection is politically anemic. Here, we see that Freedom School organizers thought
very highly of the power of (collective) reflection. Freedom School teachers engaged students in
discussion by asking for their opinions and thoughts on various issues and then asking them to solve
the problems raised during discussion.15
In the book A Rhetoric of Reflection, Professor of English Kathleen Blake Yancey defines
reflection as a two-part process which consists of one, documenting, and two, giving voice to a kind

George W. Chilcoat and Jerry A. Ligon, “‘We Talk Here. This Is a School for Talking.’ Participatory Democracy from
the Classroom out into the Community: How Discussion Was Used in the Mississippi Freedom Schools,” Curriculum
Inquiry, 28 no. 2 (Summer 1998): 179, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1180133.
15 John R. Rachal, “We’ll Never Turn Back: Adult Education and the Struggle for Citizenship in Mississippi’s Freedom
Summer,” American Educational Research Journal, 35, no. 2 (Summer 1998): 319, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1163422.
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63

of participation.16 I think the principles of reflection Yancey articulates here are essential, especially for
Black students because they often must read and write about texts, which are kinds of records, that do
not include them. Contributing in some way to a record of writing can help Black students to make a
mark in often-hostile spaces (like the space of the academy). The acknowledgement of participation,
or being present, inherent in reflection can also be an agential experience for students who feel
unrecognized in their environment. Reflection can also enhance the evaluative process. The authors
of the article “Revision and Reflection: A Study of (Dis)Connections between Writing Knowledge
and Writing Practice” write:
Reflection can stimulate effective revision because it often prompts metacognition.
Given that scholars generally define metacognition as knowledge of one’s own
thinking processes and choices reflection activities in the composition classroom can
promote metacognition by enabling students to examine their writing experiences
and thereby heighten their awareness of their writing knowledge.17
The work they say reflection does is significant for pedagogies who are interested in expanding the
role students play in the classrooms as producers of their own knowledge; work (like reflection) can
help students recognize their experiences as valid parts of a body of knowledge. Professor of
English Brian Jackson writes that “we open a conversation with ourselves” when engaging in
reflection and we understand the “mental frames of reference that shape our experience.”18
Supporting this kind of conversation (a conversation with self) in a writing classroom can be helpful
in encouraging students who have a fraught relationship with academic writing to trust that the ideas
they produce in the classroom are valid and necessary in the academic environment.19

Kathleen Blake Yancey, A Rhetoric of Reflection (University Press of Colorado, Utah State University Press, 2016), 305.
Heather Lindenman et al., “Revision and Reflection: A Study of (Dis)Connections between Writing Knowledge and
Writing Practice,” College Composition and Communication, 69, no. 4 (June 2018): 582,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44870977.
18 Ken Bain, (2004) quoted in Brian Jackson, “Reflection as Mindfulness” in Teaching Mindful Writers (University Press of
Colorado and Utah State University Press, 2020), 224: https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv11sn6hn.28.
19 I want to underscore here that there are types of writing that some students may feel more comfortable with (perhaps
writing on social media or even casual, personal writing outside of the academy), but it may be unclear to some students
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Also, Yancey points out in Reflection in the Writing Classroom that “[a]ssessment researchers
have come to reflection as a necessary component of evaluation, arguing that evaluation is only valid
to the extent that it links back to curriculum, and that reflection provides one means to do that.”20 I
know from personal experience that assigning reflection essays to my students at the end of the
classes I taught helped me to better plan for the next class meeting. These assignments also gave
students a chance to think about the kind of work they were doing in the course. Reflective writing
assignments can allow students to examine their writing choices and break down their own texts. I
find this exercise to be highly valuable and assign reflection exercises at the end of each class
meeting. I see this practice as an expression of vulnerability21 because the students are challenged to
close-read rote writing behavior, while the instructor, in assigning reflection, allows students to begin
to perform reflexive behaviors that have the potential to deconstruct institutional imperatives that
often go unnoticed / unchallenged. Julie Jung, however, suggests that we in the field of Writing
Studies22 challenge our perception that reflective writing is a totally transgressive exercise. In her
essay “Reflective Writing’s Synecdochic Imperative: Process Descriptions Redescribed,” Jung warns
against figuring student reflection as unimpeachable. What reflection writing fails to properly
acknowledge is that writers bring certain ideologies with them to the texts they create. Jung
challenges us to imagine writing exercises that are aware of this reality. She contends, “discursive
representations of an observer’s own sensory experience resist critique because they remain yoked to the
following self-affirming logic: an observer’s firsthand account of what happened is true because her senses don’t lie, and

that the writing they perform more fluidly has a space in the classroom (because they have often been told, explicitly or
implicitly, that it does not).
20 Lucas and Camp, quoted in Yancey, A Rhetoric of Reflection, 7.
21 I do also acknowledge that asking students to share personal thoughts about their work can be understood as an
intrusive request, and I modify this assignment as needed and / or check-in with students about it to account for this
reality.
22 I use the terms “Writing Studies” and “Composition” or “Composition and Rhetoric” when discussing the field of study
I am referring to throughout this dissertation. When I am discussing pedagogical practices, I will often refer to the space
those things are performed in as the “writing” or “composition” classroom.
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her senses don’t lie because they are true [emphasis added].”23 Jung suggests we look at these kinds of
exercises as historical narrative; texts that are informed by a certain set of experiences and necessarily
affected by certain belief systems. Jung asks: “[H]ow can students’ ‘inappropriate’ representations of
the work of writing—in reminding us that our story of how writing happens is as incomplete as their
own—generate new avenues of inquiry, projects open to rethinking both writing pedagogy and all
the discursive and embodied complexities the conjoined term student-writer implies?”24 In her essay,
Jung challenges Yancey’s complete faith in the notion of reflexive writing as inherently authentic,
and, therefore, essential. Yancey defines reflection as “the processes by which we know what we
have accomplished and by which we articulate accomplishment and the products of those
processes.”25 As an instructor who assigns reflection essays in the classroom, this definition is a good
description of what it is I hope the assignments do in the classroom; however, as Jung points out, a
writer’s “truth” is not the only truth. This is conceivably why she challenges us to look at these kinds
of assignments as historical documents—texts that come from a particular place, that have a
particular point of view.
In the book Keywords in Writing Studies, Yancey points out that some scholars in Writing
Studies believe that reflective writing legitimates the “liberal [construction] of the writer as a single,
unified self [emphasis added].”26 Secondly, making the practice of reflection routinized can actually
disengage students from the analytic process27 (although authors Annette Coburn and Sinéad
Gormally argue that sustained reflection “can have an impact on future practice and also become
part of an educative process for practitioners and learners in transforming their knowledge and

Jung, “Reflective Writing’s Synecdochic Imperative: Process Descriptions Redescribed,” College English, 73, no. 6 (July
2011): 634, https://www.jstor.org/stable/23052365.
24 Ibid., 641.
25 Yancey, Reflection in The Writing Classroom (University Press of Colorado, Utah State University Press, 1998): 6,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt46nsh0.4.
26 Jung, quoted in Yancey, “Reflection” in Keywords in Writing Studies, eds. Paul Heilker, Peter Vandenberg (University
Press of Colorado and Utah State University Press, 2015), 421.
27 Yancey, A Rhetoric of Reflection, 308.
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understanding of the world”28), disengagement being the opposite of the intended effect of reflective
work. Finally, reflection assumes that the writer feels comfortable articulating their experiences in a
scholarly space. BIPOC students may not feel welcome or able to practice this kind of showing up
in the classroom. In A Rhetoric, Yancey acknowledges that “reflection references a default whiteness
[my emphasis]”29 and that an “experience of Otherness both shapes [students’] relationship to
dominant forms of knowledge.”30 Though Yancey acknowledges that the practice of reflection may
be inherently unwelcoming to some students, acknowledgement, though a vital step to take here, is
not sufficient if one’s reflective practice is to, in Yancey’s words, “involve[ ] a checking against, a
confirming, and a balancing of self with others.”31 I submit that those in Writing Studies who practice
reflection in the classroom must confront the long history of racial exclusion in learning spaces in
the most straightforward way they can—by being vocal about the root of some of the writing
methodologies they employ in the classroom. And they would do well to also call on, in their
practice, the (mainly Black) practitioners who were doing successful reflective work during some of
the country’s most racially oppressive periods.
Professor of English Jody Shipka argues for a different (expansive) understanding of writing
and writing tools. Why do we relegate the performance of writing to words on a paper or screen?
How might other kinds of objects serve as rhetorical tools in composition? Shipka, in the
introduction to her book, Toward a Composition Made Whole, takes issue with the “tendency to label as
multimodal certain texts or artifacts, whether they are digitally based or comprised of a mix of
analog components, works to facilitate a text-dependent or textually overdetermined conception of
multimodality, thereby limiting potentials for considering the scope, complexity, and pervasiveness

Annette Coburn and Sinéad Gormally, “Critical Reflexivity,” Counterpoints, 483 (2017): 114,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/45177774 114.
29 Yancey, A Rhetoric of Reflection, 305.
30 Leaker and Ostman (2010), quoted in Yancey, A Rhetoric of Reflection, 316.
31 Yancey, Reflection in The Writing Classroom, 11.
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of multimodal practice [emphasis added]”32 in the field of Writing Studies. Writing and text often are
not discussed as alive; instead, we approach them as if they were calcified or in a vacuum. We have,
Shipka asserts, a “tendency to ‘freeze’ writing, to treat it as a noun rather than a verb, and to privilege the
analyses of static texts, what [might be referred to] as the ‘composed utterance’ [emphasis added].”33
Shipka also discusses her introduction in a class of text written on ballet shoes. Some students, she
recalled, questioned the rigor of the course because of the introduction of this textual object. Shipka
said of the incident(s): “[w]hether implicitly, as was the case here, or explicitly stated, some of the
questions lurking behind the reaction seem to be, ‘How is that college-level academic writing?,’ ‘How
can that possibly be rigorous?,’ or ‘How can allowing students to do that possibly prepare them for
the writing they will do in their other courses?’”34 I mention Shipka’s thinking here because the
writing work that the Freedom Schools centered were often amenable to the rhetorical practices on
the part of Freedom School participants that were seen as “un-rigorous” by larger society, as they
asked their teachers to respond to the pedagogical requests of the students themselves—they,
according to Professor of English Jaclyn Hilberg, “advance[d] an alternative vision of literacy
antithetical to that forwarded by the white power structure.”35
Seen in a vacuum, reflection may not be seen as a significant radical gesture; however, before
this practice was discussed among theorists and instructors in Writing Studies, reflection was a
central component of the radical pedagogy practiced in the Freedom Schools. In the article
“Freedom Schooling: Stokely Carmichael and Critical Rhetorical Education,” Professor Stephen
Schneider argues that while “discussions of critical pedagogy…informed by theorists such as Paulo
Freire, Henry Giroux, and Ira Shor, center on encouraging students to question and resist

Jody Shipka, Toward a Composition Made Whole (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2011), 12.
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34 Ibid., 2.
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oppressive power relations within broader social formations,”36 what we seem to fail to understand
is that that these discussions were also happening in other corners of the field. “[A]bsent,” according
to Schneider, “from many of these conversations are considerations of historical sites where critical
pedagogies—those that encourage students to challenge oppressive power structures-have already been deployed
[emphasis added].”37 Septima Clark, according to researcher Robert Lake, was employing Freire’s
critical pedagogy practice fifty-four years before his seminal work, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, would
be published.38 The insistence on centering student experience in the schools that Clark and student
activist groups led is telling and powerful because these teacher-activists were focused on ensuring
access to the ballot for their students; they could have easily set up an instructor-led classroom that
emphasized rote memorization and simply focused on the “big picture”—securing voting rights—
but instead, they centered the local and created a (pedagogical) world for Black students—with space.

Reflexive Action
To ensure that the important work of reflection can be put into practice for all students
effectively, we must also consider the essentiality of reflexive work. While Yancey might view
reflection done correctly as a subversive project on its own, I want to be careful not to be
prescriptive with these practices; instead, I am calling forth Black pedagogical histories that merged
reflection, reflexivity, and the local—which I will define in the section immediately following this
one—in ways that centered and celebrated Black learners, as that work can inspire those in Writing
Studies who are interested in care-ful critical pedagogy to develop course curricula that centers the
(Black) writing studies archive.

Stephen Schneider, “Freedom Schooling: Stokely Carmichael and Critical Rhetorical Education,” College Composition and
Communication, 58, vol. 1 (September 2006): 46, https://www.jstor.org/stable/20456922.
37 Ibid.
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In the book Under Construction, Ellen Cushman and Terese Monberg, professors of Writing
and Rhetoric, write that scholarship should be “socially reflexive.” While reflexivity can be too selfreferential and have a confessional quality centered on the self,39 socially reflexive practices help us to
consider how outside forces impact our interpretation of texts. However, in the article “Rhetoric
and Reflexivity,” researcher Yameng Liu points out that self-referentiality is seen by some “as
providing ‘an occasion for exploring new ways of addressing longstanding questions of knowledge
and epistemology’.”40 While Cushman and Monberg do not suggest that self-reflexivity does not
provide valuable insights, they do seem to interpret self-reflexivity as a somewhat indulgent
reflection practice. They write: “Too often, reflexive prose becomes self-reflexive, confessional and
apologetic. Unless personal reflection is tied back to larger social, cultural, political, methodological,
or theoretical issues, we are hard-pressed to see what such self-reflection offers to us as readers, or
to composition scholarship overall.”41 Cushman and Monberg seem to be claiming that reflexivity
becomes a practice of reflection if it is divorced from larger socio-political contexts. Coburn and
Gormally also suggest that reflexivity works best when used in community with other people42 but
also argue that good reflection begets impactful reflexivity. Reflection, for Coburn and Gormally,
could be understood as a “continual process of learning and re-learning which ensures a more thorough
understanding of how these experiences occur [emphasis added]”43 while reflexivity can help us to
participate in social transformation as it, employed regularly, is a “consciousness raising practice.”44
Ellen Cushman and Terese Guinsatao Monberg, “Re-Centering Authority: Social Reflexivity and Re-Positioning in
Composition Research” in Under Construction, eds. Christine Farris, Chris M. Anson (University Press of Colorado, Utah
State University Press, 1998), 170.
40 Woolgar and Ashmore, (1988) 1-2, quoted in Yameng Liu, “Rhetoric and Reflexivity,” Philosophy & Rhetoric, 28, no. 4
(1995): 333, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40237869.
41 Cushman and Monberg, “Re-Centering Authority,” 170.
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Yancey would argue that reflection, again, practiced correctly, should consider current social
and political realities. She writes that “reflection makes possible a new kind of learning as well as a
new kind of teaching…” Reflection, in her view, creates “a new kind of classroom: one that is
coherently theorized, interactive, oriented to agency [emphasis added]”45 and she also claims that reflection is
“a mode of behavior indicative of growth of consciousness.”46 One could argue that in her research,
Yancey is imagining reflection operating at perhaps its highest level, but I wonder if reflection
imagined this way is too ambitious—although, perhaps she is simply advocating for what Coburn
and Gormally might understand to be “critical reflection” work. They write that while reflection
does not have to be “critical,” “[c]ritical reflection can be seen as questioning deeper level
assumptions47 or as critical thinking and can be linked to critical theory [emphasis added].”48 These
practices, even when implemented mindfully, will produce uneven results in real world settings (like
the classroom); this does not mean that these practices cannot be useful in our pedagogical work.
Cushman and Monberg, while rightfully critiquing the shortcomings of reflection (when practiced
without intention), overlook its benefits. In my first chapter, I discuss how the care work I aim to
practice in the writing classroom incorporates restorative justice tenets and healing practices.
Because I believe that trauma presents itself (among students and instructors) in the classroom, the
“self-indulgent” nature of a reflective assignment appeals to me as an instructor who is deeply
invested in a care-ful writing pedagogy. I believe that merging the confessional and intimate nature of
reflection with the outward-looking quality of socially reflexive practices is more generative for the
work of care in the writing classroom.
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The Local: The Importance of Moments and Phases in Supportive Black
Pedagogies
Robert Lake, in his article “Sailing with Septima: A Curricular Journey Through the Jim Crow
South,” asserts that teachers in the Sea Island Citizenship Schools “stressed the efficacy of fitting the
curriculum to the desires, interests, and experiences of the student. Like the ever-changing conditions of
the sea, a student-centered curriculum had to be navigated in accordance with both personal knowledge of the individual
and the cultural and historical conditions of the time [emphasis added].”49 I would add to this definition of
the local a willingness to acknowledge that the needs of a classroom may change from moment to
moment. In a footnote in the first chapter, I mentioned an educator who suggested to a workshop
participant who wanted to know when to “end” a discussion on race and gender in his classroom so
that he could focus on music (he taught a music class)—the “real” objective of the class—that
perhaps the “real” objective was the discussion on race and gender. Based on that interaction (which
I was present for) between the educator and the workshop participant, it seems to me that many
instructors are afraid to “lose” the class to a subject that perhaps is “disconnected” from their
objective. Perhaps being afraid to “lose” is something we should examine as instructors and
theorists in Writing Studies. I wonder what we truly “lose” when our class falls into the hands of the people the
class is (supposed to be?) built for. My definition of local is a moment or a phase. For example, the
direction of the course may change several times in one session. Local, for me, means responding, as
much as one can, to the immediate needs of a group in a moment in time. I’m also linking locality
with the (racialized) politics of space. Recognizing the spaces that we inhabit is one part of the
reclamation practice I call for regarding the Black contributions to critical pedagogy, and this

49

Lake, “Sailing with Septima,” 64.

72

acknowledgement is also a part of care work, because acknowledging the history of a space can also
be a healing action.

Student-Centered Teaching in The Sea Island Citizenship Schools was
Reflective, Reflexive and Local
Black teachers have always understood their work to be rooted in political and social
transformation. Education professor Jarvis R. Givens writes:
The development of black education is embedded in a long history of fugitive
planning. For African American teachers, educating black students was about more
than developing ordinary academic skill sets. It was fundamentally about challenging
and transcending antiblack sentiments that structured the known world. While excelling in
various content areas might have been the starting place for some teachers, a primary
learning objective for black schoolteachers as a professional class was to help students understand the
urgent demand to make the world anew [emphasis added].50
Black teachers found ways to impart essential knowledge for the survival and flourishing of Black
students under oppressive, exploitative, and punitive regimes as part of a fugitive political practice.
This kind of work, I think, can have positive, iterative resonances in writing classrooms that, say,
center the use of languages that students have unequal access to.
As we know now, the encouragement of student-produced observation in teaching work did
not begin with the young activists of SNCC.51 Authors of the book Lessons From Freedom Summer:
Ordinary People Building Extraordinary Movements argue that Septima Clark, a founding member of the
Sea Island Citizenship Schools, developed a pedagogical approach rooted in “problem-posing,”
activism, and the centering of learners—which “was the precursor to the now famous ‘Freedom
School Curriculum’,”52 while Susan Kates writes in her article, “Literacy, Voting Rights, and the
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Citizenship Schools in the South” that “[t]he history of the Citizenship Schools has been seriously
neglected in literacy studies; this is unfortunate because we have much to learn about influential U.S.
literacy campaigns from other times and other contexts.”53 The work done in the Sea Island schools
had a ripple effect and inspired generations of teachers who desired to engage students in deeper,
more powerful ways.
There had been other schools focused on basic literacy skills for adults before and during the
advent of the Sea Island schools, but many of the attendees felt infantilized and talked down to.
Bernice Robinson learned while teaching at the schools that “you don’t tell people [students] what to
do. You let them tell you what they want done and then you have to have in your mind certain things that you feel they
need to do. And so you get their thoughts and wind your thoughts around [emphasis added]...”54 The phrase
“wind your thoughts around” is salient for me here. For Robinson, it seems that the needs
articulated by students were at the core of the teaching objectives, and the desires of the instructor
were “wound around” that core. This phrase also makes me think of an object, where the center is
protected—the student’s wants—and the outer layer (the instructor’s wants) is on the surface, which
meets the world first. This inspires me to re-invest in a term like “safe space” because it can be
linked to a past that valued the contributions of citizens who wished to be fully recognized by a
society that often was deeply invested in their erasure. According to author David P. Levine,
[Septima] Clark and Robinson, who shaped the curriculum and teaching
methods…consistently emphasized the need to focus on skills and topics of intense interest to
students and to allow student voices to emerge within the educational process. They expressed
notions of the learning process that, if not identical, shared a high commitment to
student-centered education [emphasis added].55
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Robinson believed that the teaching agenda must be set forth by the students. This dynamic
she called the “percolator effect,” which, for her, worked better than the “drip technique,”(or what
some scholars might call the “banking technique”56) which emphasized a teacher-led classroom
experience; perhaps one in which the instructor’s desires were not “wound around” the core.
Both Robinson and Clark engaged the reflective in their teaching practices. Robinson asked
her students to talk about the work they did in the fields and things they did at home. She would
write out their stories and teach them how to spell the words. Robinson told the students while
performing this practice: “[t]his is your story. We’re going to learn how to read your story.”57 This is
an example of Robinson asking her students to reflect on their lives, obviously an assignment that
critical pedagogues would call “relevant,” and then practicing literacy with their own stories. Susan
Kates notes that “Robinson made the students’ life stories and experiences a central focus of the
classes.”58 If this is the case, Robinson inherently centered reflection in her classroom as a practice
(and perhaps also as a theory). This centering is important, not just because students are likely to be
more engaged if their experiences are lifted up in the classroom, but also because students using
their own lives as a text helps them to understand that their contributions are important in the
classroom. This was especially important in the Sea Island Schools and during Freedom Summer
because Black students, particularly adult learners, often reported feeling disempowered in the
classroom. However, though centering student experiences can be powerful, because of the diversity
of life experiences in the classroom, some students may not react positively to examining their own

“Education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the depositories and the teacher is the
depositor. Instead of communicating, the teacher issues communiqués and makes deposits which the students patiently
receive, memorize, and repeat. This is the banking concept of education…” (Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed
(Bloomsbury Academic, 2000), 72).
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feelings. Making space to acknowledge and respect this is also essential. I will talk more about this
important practice in the following chapter.
Clark, like Robinson, also transcribed student accounts of their lives and taught them how to
read and spell out their own stories. According to Lake, “Clark’s storytelling facilitated both the
building of trust in her classroom and the pedagogical goal of arousing student curiosity of the
world.”59 Because ultimately Clark wanted her students to become active participants in civic life—
and feel confident doing so—it is no surprise that she cultivated curiosity among her students.
Clark’s use of the reflective was expansive; it seemed to have the liveness that critics of the method
call for. Clark’s reflective practice was not static, because, according to Lake, she wanted to move
students “beyond the familiar” space of St. John’s Island and develop “vicarious experiences” with
them—for instance, one class she taught was unfamiliar with what seal looked like, so she found
books on seals so that they would become familiar. She told stories about corn fields in the Midwest
where farmers struck it rich.60 Clark knew that her approach to teaching could not be static; she had
to employ flexibility in the classroom;61 she had to keep it local—in this case, by tailoring her teaching
approach to the needs and desires of that particular group of students.
Both Clark and Robinson engage the reflexive in their pedagogical approach from a
structural perspective. Septima Clark, according to Robert Lake, believed that instructor-centered
instruction was “irrelevant and obsolete,” and that while she knew that her curriculum was primarily
developed to secure voting rights for Black people, she felt it also had to aim for “broader social,
political, and economic change.” Clark was able to accomplish her goal by “remaining grounded in

Lake, “Sailing with Septima,” 66.
Ibid.
61 “All of these experiences served to shape Clark’s emphasis on the centrality of practical learner-centered and critical
pedagogy and in doing so, she created a ‘line of flight’ out of ‘dualisms and either/ors’ (Reynolds & Webber, 2004, p. 2,)
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people’s everyday lives and being flexible enough to incorporate new developments in the
movement itself.”62 These schools were also formulated to “teach adult students how they could
challenge [w]hite supremacy through the ballot, address problems in their community, and assume
local leadership roles in the process.”63 I argue that these pedagogical goals function as socially
reflexive practices, because they require students to acknowledge and engage with the workings of
outside forces—or outside “texts,” if you will.
Rhea Estelle Lathan asks readers of her book, Freedom Writing: African American Civil Rights
Literacy Activism, 1955-1967, how a self-taught woman like Bernice Robinson, “with no formal
training in composition studies,” developed a pedagogical template that “directly or indirectly trained
every teacher associated with SNCC and the SCLC.”64 Lathan contends that Robinson’s insistence
upon responding to what “real people in local communities” needed made her successful. She
“provide[d] access to redemptive literacy narratives, which identify and then break free of limits on literacy
activism [emphasis added].”65 These literacy narratives had reflective and reflexive qualities, in that
they asked students to think through their own identities, interests, and capabilities as readers,
writers, and societal participants.

Stokely Carmichael’s (Kwame Ture) Reflective, Reflexive, and Localizing
Work During Mississippi Freedom Summer
As part of SNCC’s civil rights activism in Mississippi in 1964, the organization recruited
“nearly a thousand” volunteers to register voters and help teach in Freedom School classrooms,
which served around two thousand Black people in Mississippi.66
Charron, (2009) 4, quoted in Lake, “Sailing with Septima,” 61.
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[Freedom schools], [d]esigned to fill the educational and intellectual
vacuum…offered an alternative to the traditional curriculum available to black
Mississippians. The curriculum was intended to motivate students to become
politically active by raising their awareness about the strong African American
protest tradition; and teaching them how to express themselves through writing.
These freedom school lessons not only filled a void in African American students’
knowledge of their heritage, but also inspired them to social activism.67
Of course, these curricular goals—the encouragement of political engagement, self-expression in
student-produced work, and developing knowledge concerning the state’s (often contradictory) role
in teaching and learning, particularly as it relates to students with marginalized identities, fall firmly
in line with critical pedagogy’s aims.
The school’s curriculum consisted of seven units, which included a history of Black-white
relations in the Northern and Southern U.S. as it related to politics and culture, an analysis of the
power structure that adversely impacted Black and poor white folks, a description of the aims of the
Civil Rights Movement, and an analysis on materialism. Students were also exposed to units on
Black history and culture—something most students did not have access to in public schools.68 The
curriculum embodies aspects of contemporary social justice pedagogies in that its topics highlight
racial and wealth disparities; the curriculum also represents what we might call critical pedagogy
today in that it sets the table for students to practice critical thinking around topics of race, class, and
politics. The units described in the curriculum are all fertile spaces for students to practice reflection
and reflexivity related to their personal and political identities. According to Jon Hale, students at the
schools would answer reflective questions, like “Why are we in (students and teachers) Freedom
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Schools?” and “What alternatives does the Freedom Movement offer us?”69 Students would also
reenact and dramatize school lessons,70 which could also be interpreted as modes of reflection.
Stokely Carmichael (later known as Kwame Ture), member of SNCC and a teacher at
Freedom Summer, asked students in his Speech class to question their desire to learn “proper
English.” Stephen Schneider contends that “Carmichael’s class focused students’ attention first and
foremost on the political relationships that Standard American English [SAE] establishes and the tensions
between these relationships and the goals of language users [emphasis added].”71 What I believe is important
here is that Carmichael does not ignore the political nature of language—because, as we know,
language is not neutral or benign. Instead of obscuring this fact, he brings it to the attention of the
students, and he engages their reactions and responses. Carmichael wrote AAVE (African American
Vernacular English) phrases on the left side of a chalkboard and SAE phrases on the right side. He
asked the students which sentences on the board were correct. When the students almost invariably
said that the sentence on the “right” side of the column was the “correct” side, Carmichael would
ask them why, and a debate would ensue. According to Schneider, “Carmichael’s opening questions
not only opened up the difference between the two sets of sentences but also highlighted the power
accorded ‘correct English’.”72 Carmichael wanted education for Black students to be empowering and
celebratory of the Black experience. Even seemingly neutral aims like “enrichment” or “professional
growth” can fail to consider the lived experiences of so many.
Teachers like Carmichael, I assert, would argue that Black people in the U.S. learning about
literacy in order to exercise their right to vote was not necessarily about being recognized by white
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actors in society but rather to better help recognize themselves.73 Carmichael was interested in
engaging the students in a conversation about which kinds of writing and speech were allowable and
acceptable in “mainstream” society and which were not. Instead of telling students what was
appropriate, he challenged them to discuss why certain kinds of speech were seen as appropriate.
Fostering space for this kind of interrogation could help students ask questions fundamental to their
learning experience; considering Carmichael’s practice could also help us to challenge progress
narratives74 embedded in education and often sold to marginalized students as a way “out.”
For Carmichael, education that failed to address the immediate needs of the community it
purported to serve was superfluous. Freedom School organizers believed that “[i]f the [schools] were
to be an effective catalyst for change…then education for freedom would have to be presented in a
way that was engaging and directly relevant to the students’ lives in the local community [emphasis added].”75
Broad visions like the ones we often share in learning objectives often do not speak to the
immediate needs of the classroom—though it is understandable why broader objectives are
promoted when educational institutions serve millions of students. How might we be able to localize
our classrooms when the systems we operate in are often not created to serve the immediate interest of
smaller communities (the students in the classroom)?

Self-discovery was also an important aspect of educator Paulo Freire’s pedagogical approach. In the article “A
Humanizing Pedagogy,” María del Carmen Salazar asserts that “Freire’s philosophy [was] guided by the notion that
humans are motivated by a need to reason and engage in the process of becoming” and that his “focus on humanism is
centered on his curiosity in the cognitive capacity of humans to shape their experiences and achieve personal and
collective self-actualization, thus developing their full humanity.” (Salazar, “A Humanizing Pedagogy: Reinventing the
Principles and Practice of Education as a Journey Toward Liberation,” Review of Research in Education, 37 (2013) 125).
Though Freire is often cited, as I mention in this chapter when it comes to discussing the architects of critical pedagogy,
it is also clear that Black compositionists like Carmichael were also very much building an approach to teaching rooted in
the desire for Black learners to discover themselves.
74 A progress narrative is a story told about any group of marginalized people that charts their accomplishments. Often
these narratives are used to assuage those in power who often have hands in the oppression of said marginalized group,
but it is also told among said group to illustrate historical gains. Though on its surface a progress narrative can be
positive, it often shields people from the structural realities of oppression and obfuscates who the perpetrators are of
said oppression.
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Carmichael evoked the ecological in his Speech class. “Ecological” is defined as “the set of
relationships existing between any complex system and its surroundings or environment.”76 He
asked the students in the class to ask themselves why standard American English was required in the
classroom (their immediate environment, or space). He encouraged them to trust themselves and
their responses. He believed that Black people “must define what [they] are” and ultimately “tell [the
white power structure]” to “[r]ecognize what [they] say [they] are!” The links between structural
awareness and a making of the self cannot be understated here. In my view, self-knowledge is a
prerequisite for deep healing and for the work of care—both things I posit that Black students in
particular need to explore in the classroom. The term “ecological” also suggests a complete
environmental system. I submit that the classroom can function as a system—a system of spaces, if you
will—not simply “complete” but whole, in its capacity to engender self-knowledge and a communal
awareness practice. We can be ecologically reflexive in the classroom—because it has already been
done.
My hope is that we have a better understanding of how we might use reflection and
reflexivity, as well as an engagement of the local, to create a world with space for Black and brown
students. To “de-rountinize” reflection, engaging the local by asking students to reflect on inclassroom developments or asking students to reflect on how the container of that particular
classroom makes them feel as opposed to being on the outside of it (granted, a very philosophical
prompt) will help to make reflection assignments unfold in different ways. When Carmichael asked
his students to discuss why they believed that the usage of AAVE in the classroom was “incorrect,”
he was addressing a cause of historical injury by posing the question. When we ask our students to
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consider their place in the classroom as well as their rote behaviors in that space, we are also
engaging them reflexively.77

Other Sites of Reflexivity in the Freedom Schools
Though the organizers of Freedom Summer were Black activists, most of their volunteer
teachers were white, for various reasons. Because of this, Freedom Summer coordinators engaged
instructors in exercises I consider to be reflexive to encourage maximum effectiveness in the
classroom. According to Professor John R. Rachal, “SNCC staff pushed the volunteers to explore
their motivations and feelings about going to Mississippi, and volunteers’ letters from orientation
were filled with their efforts to understand the meaning of race in America. For these privileged
volunteers, the orientation was a process of becoming less self-assured, more questioning [emphasis added].”78
Instructors had to meditate on how their racial and socio-economic positionalities impacted their
interpretation of activism as well as their teaching style. SNCC staff also had the students reflect on
why they believed these (mostly white) volunteers had decided to teach them.79 What is important
about this is that SNCC had their volunteers interrogate their own reasons for teaching and asked the
students to question and reflect on the presence of these instructors in their spaces. Instructors are not neutral
parties, and reflexive practices can help us to be aware of this reality. Finally, SNCC engaged in a
collective reflexivity, as both instructor and student analyzed their place in the classroom—which
was also localized, as in, specific to the experience of those participants at that moment in time.

Doing this kind of work in the classroom will probably require a lot of patience and preparation on the instructor’s
part. This work (teaching introductory Writing Studies courses) also falls disproportionately on adjunct lecturers and
others with tenuous positions in the academy and impacts the position of BIPOC instructors and instructors who are
not men more profoundly. The work that I champion here also requires emotional labor and vulnerability, things that
are often liabilities for instructors who are not men.
78 John R. Rachal, “We’ll Never Turn Back: Adult Education and the Struggle for Citizenship in Mississippi’s Freedom
Summer,” American Educational Research Journal 35, no. 2 (Summer 1998): 312, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1163422.
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Teachers and instructors who participated in the Sea Island Citizenship Schools and those
who taught during the Mississippi Freedom Summer of 1964 employed both collective reflective and
reflexive practices in their classrooms. These teachers believed that the political aims espoused in
their pedagogy could only be reached if the questions they posed in the classroom required collective
action on the part of their students. Because many organizations like SNCC viewed education as a
launchpad for Black civic participation, the instructors they employed also executed those
pedagogical aims. Teaching literacy, though obviously about reading and writing, was also about
facilitating the development of a self-confident and self-aware civic actor.80

“Free Floating Literacies”: The Necessary Portability of Black Rhetorical
Work
Carmichael, along with the other organizers of the Freedom Schools, centered knowledges
in his pedagogy that had already been in use by the Black communities he was teaching in.
According to Jaclyn Hilberg,
the Freedom Schools participated in the African American tradition of what Shirley
Wilson Logan calls “free floating literacy.” Borrowing the term from Ralph Ellison,
Logan explains: “African Americans who found themselves in environments that
limited their ability to develop English literacy created their own opportunities to do so,
although the pursuit of other liberties was frequently their primary concern
[emphasis added].”81

To be clear, though both the Sea Island Citizenship Schools and the Mississippi Freedom Schools were committed to
registering its adult students to vote, their larger aim was broader than this. According to Burrowes and Levy, “Freedom
was not only about the right to vote or integration. Freedom Summer embodied a movement for deep societal
transformation and human dignity, a movement whose goals were ‘bigger than a hamburger,’ a phrase freedom fighter
Ella Baker used in the title of her speech at SNCC’s inaugural conference.” (Nicole A. Burrowes and La TaSha B. Levy.
“Freedom Is a Constant Struggle: Teaching the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Project.” In Understanding and Teaching the Civil
Rights Movement, edited by Hasan Kwame Jeffries (University of Wisconsin Press, 2019) 147,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvvsqcd0.16.)
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An example of the “free floating literacy” Black people practiced as a method to move through their
worlds is recounted by African American Studies professor E. Patrick Johnson, who writes about
the “grassroots organizing” that three Black women (his “play aunts”) in his community performed
when they put on plays for the children in their area so that they could perform work by poets like
Countee Cullen and Paul Lawrence Dunbar. The performances were rooted in orality as opposed to
text-centered work. They did not have the power to change the city’s curricula, so they “drew upon
their indigenous expressive forms to transgress the white, bourgeois culturally sanctioned protocols
of reading by making [the children] memorize—and thereby corporeally experience—the literature
privileged by black culture.”82 It is important to highlight how “free-floating literacy” functioned as a
means to ground Black learners and teachers in their own knowledges in order to build spaces of
learning and sharing that existed within a perhaps larger landscape of suppression and erasure.
Carmichael centering the linguistic knowledge his students practiced made space for them to grapple
with the notion that the language that they disseminated and built upon was central and had its own
power. The organizers of the Freedom Schools understood that the learning process should be
understood as an elastic one—meaning that though the school organizers developed curricula for
the teaching volunteers, they encouraged teachers to take their cues from students. “Freedom
School coordinators advised teachers to tailor classroom activities to student interests and desires,
enacting the Freedom School commitment to empowering students to ‘articulate their own desires,
demands and questions’.”83 The pedagogical aims of the Freedom School organizers served the
interests of the populations they worked with. Also, because the schools were developed in
partnership with the communities who were attending the schools, “Freedom School activities did
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not have to occur within traditional educational boundaries” and “could take place anywhere and
anytime as need.”84 It is important to note here that the flexibility of the schools were also a must, as
they were also frequent targets of racist attacks. Freedom School architects developed the notion of
the “moving classroom” in reference to their schools because they “functioned wherever the people
were.”85 The “floating” nature of the Black writing space has historically been necessary to avoid
racist terror, and the nature of its portability perhaps makes it more amenable to the immediate
needs of the folks in that writing space (making it local). I will discuss in further detail the links
between Black rhetorical formations and mobility in this project’s final chapter.
I would like to mention here a searing claim that Rhea Estelle Lathan makes in her book
about literacy. She says: “the evolution of disenfranchisement [as it pertained to persons of African descent
in the U.S.] depended on withholding access to literacy [emphasis added].”86 Lathan is saying that structural
racism and institutional inequity as it pertained to Black people in the U.S. was made stronger, was
made to be even more deeply entrenched in American society via the limiting of access to literacy for
millions of Americans. This means that access to literacy cannot be just an abstract idea for us doing
this work. I think we do not adequately honor how literacy’s power deepened Black Americans’
experience of humanity. Barring access to literacy made the racist opposition in this country stronger
and intensified the indignities people of African descent faced in their daily lives.
Considering how the barring of access to literacy greatly impacted the lives of Black
Americans in the U.S.,87 one can perhaps understand how “redemptive literacy narratives” as well as
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the portability of Black rhetorical pedagogies factor into our approach to understanding and
teaching literacy in Writing Studies. If one is responding to what students in a classroom want to
learn in a writing class, perhaps that curriculum will look different from one in which a set objective
is adhered to. However, because of ongoing structural racism, looking to literacy as a surefire way to
gain entrée into spaces Black people are typically barred from is also misguided. Professor and
rhetorician J. Elspeth Stuckey believes that “it is particularly cruel…to suggest to those who suffer
most that literacy alone can eliminate the disenfranchisement so many literates and illiterates
experience in this country [the U.S.].”88 Our definition of literacy can be expanded in the classroom.
Being literate about one’s experiences, feelings, and thought processes, while also not our saving
grace, can encourage students to metabolize their experiences and respond to the corrective
measures of the writing classroom with greater clarity. Finally, recognizing the historical portability
of Black rhetorical pedagogies can help us to imagine flexible writing work in the classroom that is
guided by local needs.

On the Impact of a Local Education
Another pedagogical understanding of the local is explored by digital rhetorician Jeffrey A.
Bacha, who engages aspects of the everyday to encourage students to examine the rhetorical role of
things in their lives. In his essay “The Physical Mundane as Topos: Walking / Dwelling / Using as
Rhetorical Invention,” he proposes that getting students to understand university structures through
“use” can “help them understand the impact those structures can have on their overall education
experiences.”89 Bacha’s work here is both focused on the local and the reflexive. The students are

Stuckey (1991), quoted in Kates, “Literacy, Voting Rights, and the Citizenship Schools in the South,” 494.
Jeffrey A. Bacha, “The Physical Mundane as Topos: Walking / Dwelling / Using as Rhetorical Invention,” CCC, 68,
no. 2 (December 2016): 268, https://www.jstor.org/stable/44783562.
88
89

86

asked to examine the physical structures that exist around them in the space of the university and to
write about how the physical structures in the university impact their learning experience. The
students, in the practice, rupture the guise of neutrality when it comes to school architecture. They
are actively interrogating how the university functions to serve them. David Gruenewald asserts that
“[p]lace-based pedagogies are needed so that the education of citizens might have some direct
bearing on the well-being of the social and ecological places people actually inhabit.”90 Bacha’s
students, I argue, are engaging in a place-based pedagogy. Bacha says that while the educational
institution uses “strategies” to maintain order and keep power,91 the students engaging in this project
are using “tactics” to question the ways of the university,92 allowing them to practice “their own
brand” of “institutional critique”93 by engaging with things on campus that are faulty, nonfunctional, or intrusive. Gruenewald finds that “placeless” curricula is often accepted uncritically by
instructors and other faculty “in place of actual experience with the phenomenal world.”94 Bacha
opines that “[e]veryday activities like walking are tactical activities,”95 obviously placing his curricula
very distinctly in the environment of the university and highlighting how mundane activities can be
radical moves. The underscoring of the “everyday” is essential in reflexive work as well as placebased or “environmental” work. Enacting sustained, effective change—challenging the ways of the
seemingly neutral in the institution via tactics—can only be realized if we focus on the everyday.
Through the assignments Bacha creates, he aims to “[c]onvert casual conversations

Gruenewald, “The Best of Both Worlds,” 4.
Authors Kathy E. Ferguson and Phyllis Turnbull say of hegemonic entities: “Apparatuses of security lodge[d] in
education, advertising, administration, communication, recreation, and commerce, [produce] not a seamless web of
social control but a complex specification and arrangement of the micro-conduits necessary to the governmentalities of the national security
state [empahasis added].” (Ferguson and Turnbull, Oh, Say, Can You See: The Semiotics of the Military in Hawai’i (University
of Minnesota Press, 1999), 175).
92 Bacha, “The Physical Mundane as Topos,” 275.
93 Ibid., 274.
94 Gruenewald, “The Best of Both Worlds,” 8.
95 Bacha, “The Physical Mundane as Topos,” 276.
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into…productive form[s] of rhetorical inquiry.”96 It is worth underscoring once again that reflexive
work and work around the local need not be complicated (note: I did not say the work is not complex,
which is a distinction with a difference; examining structures that are invisible by design is quite
complex) or esoteric. Asking questions about why things work the way they do and who directs said
things to work in certain ways are good places to begin reflexive and local work. Examining the
meanings of the things, big and small, that we do in our lives can go a long way in helping us to
become more engaged students and instructors (and people). What Bacha does not argue for
explicitly is a place-based curriculum engaging students who are most likely to be harmed by
“invisible” structures—Black students and students with marginalized identities.97 Carmichael and
the instructors of the Mississippi Freedom Summer did, however. It should be clear by now that
place-based education with a focus on reflection and reflexivity occurred in the Sea Island
Citizenship Schools and during the summer of 1964 in Mississippi, and it is happening in certain
classrooms now. This approach would be most effective now if implementors considered its history
in Writing Studies and acknowledged the differential impacts of environment on vulnerable student
populations when thinking of healing, thoughtful, and effective place-based pedagogy.

Bacha, “The Physical Mundane as Topos,” 271.
Students who are low-income or undocumented and come from immigrant families are also very susceptible to the
invisible strictures of the university.
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CHAPTER THREE
Tracing Tenuous Linkages: Ritual-Work in the Writing
Classroom as a Practice of Recognition
Ritual, Reflection, and Reflexivity: Connections and Departures
Before I discuss ritual’s relevance to the field of Writing Studies, I want to make some
connections and distinctions between the rhetorical principles of reflection and reflexivity I
reference in my second chapter and the principle of ritual I will discuss in this chapter. I see
reflection and reflexivity as a writing practice in the classroom as well as an ambient one—meaning
that these practices can literally be a part of writing assignments—a reflective essay, a reflexive
approach to a text—but I argue that they can also be built-in to the viscera of the entire course. As
an instructor, for instance, I practice reflection at the end of my classes regularly by journaling about
what went on that day so that I am prepared (emotionally and pedagogically) for the next meeting.
Reflexivity can happen in a discussion about the syllabus. During the 2019 Spring semester, I had
my students close-read and annotate the course syllabus. This reflexivity practice allows both
instructor and students to look at the document that represents the aims and rules regarding the
course. It also serves as an opportunity for the document representing the course to be examined.
The roles of the student and the instructor can also be questioned during this activity, as can our
intentions, our innate beliefs about the function of a college classroom environment, the function of
the university at-large, and our pedagogical and scholastic desires.
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Reflection works best when coupled with reflexivity. Taking the time to examine one’s
feelings about a particular event, text, lecture, conversation, or activity is valuable and can provide
deep insights regarding progression in the course, places where one feels confident, and places
where one might struggle. However, I believe a regular questioning of one’s intentions, desires, and
role in the larger environment deepens one’s reflection practice even more and helps to makes one’s
goals more actionable. By understanding one’s motivations through the practice of reflexivity, one is
better prepared to address what stems from one’s underlying desires.
Ritual can be an add-on to a course or it can be a constant touchstone for instructor and
student throughout the course. Ritual and reflection overlap here because reflection can be ritualized,
and reflection can be a ritual in and of itself. I make a distinction between the two in my work because,
as I discuss in the second chapter, reflection framed as a ritual in the classroom can easily be seen as
a political practice that does more than it does. I would like to also note here that reflection construed as
a ritual practice does not have to do more than it does, but because reflection in Writing Studies is
often discussed as part of a critical pedagogy that, among other things, helps Black students and
students with marginalized identities to be agential in the classroom, I think it is important to make
distinctions about what our practices can actually accomplish. Ritual can help to do what many in
Writing Studies believe reflection already does—facilitate an environment where students can reach
for tools that might expand them in a territory (the classroom) that has historically been hostile to the
fact of their growth.

A Note on Terms
Although the terms “affect” and “aesthetic” are not interchangeable with “ritual,” the rituals
I describe in this chapter are very much linked to affect and aesthetics, which is why I describe the
pedagogical work (by the teachers at CUNY I reference) I discuss as affective or related to
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aesthetics; I see a commitment to aesthetics and affect as important to the rituals that I employ in
the writing classroom. Note that I do not figure the pedagogical work by the CUNY instructors I
discuss as rituals, but I do underscore the characterization of their work as affective as a necessary piece in
building pedagogies that use ritual.

with
the water bowl balancing
on my thighs.
i soak the flowers.
until
they become words.
then i write.

Introduction
A through line of this project has been the centering of
Black pedagogical contributions to the field of Writing Studies. I

-ritual
-Nayirrah Waheed, Salt

write this chapter considering the care these Black teachers showed their students. I aim to expand
our conception of what both care and “teaching writing” looks like for students in the classroom via
the practice of ritual. The approaches I seek to employ in the classroom are in part only possible due
to the work of critical pedagogy—work that many unnamed Black teachers, thinkers, and activists
contributed significantly to.
I want to discuss a linkage I see between the ritual-work I am describing in this chapter and
some of the practices that teachers performed in the Sea Island Citizenship Schools, as well as
schools that were operating during Mississippi Freedom Summer. These linkages are tenuous in that
there is not a wealth of information available concerning the frequency of what I am calling ritual
happening in these schools (though I should note here the Freedom Schools’ detailed curriculum is
readily accessible online), but they nonetheless partly inspired me to enhance my own ritual-work in
the classroom. Because the affective practices these teachers perhaps employed with their students are
largely unaccounted for, the ritual work I describe (and practice) in the following pages are an
attempt on my part to display practice as a kind of linkage to the work of the teachers I discuss in the
second chapter. The ritual-work I do in the college writing classroom acts as a furthering of what I
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understand to be the spirit of the care work (the work that perhaps occurred between lessons—
before meetings and afterwards) of these Black compositionists practiced with their students. The
rituals I present here are for instructors and administrators to consider employing in their own
writing classrooms and writing centers as a way to explore pedagogies actively confronting writing
work that centers correction and policing; note that I do not necessarily suggest doing these exact
rituals if they do not feel appropriate (it is also important to keep in mind that students may or may
not be receptive to the practices as well, and doing affective work in the classroom in particular
generally requires a lot of trial and error) —consider these practices as sample activities or jumpingoff points.
I want to note here that Black teacher-activists, like Toni Cade Bambara, Barbara Christian,
and June Jordan, while not necessarily compositionists, also discuss the politics of care and the
affective in the academy; I contend that the pedagogical practice of these figures also act as a linkage
to the work of Southern Black compositionists I reference in the first and second chapters and have
impacted and inspired my affective pedagogical practice. Because of this, I will also discuss some of
their practices as an example of care work (which can be expressed via rituals) in the academy.
Before I describe the ritual practices that I employ in the classroom, I (1) discuss some of
the practices that Bambara, Jordan, and Christian engaged as scholars and teachers and their
relevance to my practice of ritual work in the writing classroom; I (2) define ritual and its connection
to writing and Writing Studies to underscore ritual’s importance to the field and (3) discuss objects,
which are often items used in ritual (and they are used in the rituals I practice with students), and
their connection to rhetoricity. At the chapter’s end, I discuss how the classroom rituals I present in
this chapter confront the rituals practiced by carceral formations like prisons (but also more
“innocuous” formations like SAE-only writing rules), which are practiced disproportionately on
Black and brown students.
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Scholarly Care Work’s Intersections and Reverberations
The teacher-activists that I will discuss here all worked at CUNY in the mid to late 1960’s.
They were Barbara Christian (City College of New York, or CCNY, in 1964), June Jordan (CCNY in
1967), Toni Cade Bambara (CCNY from 1965-1969), and Audre Lorde (CCNY in 1968, Lehman
College in 1969—as well as John Jay and Hunter College after 1970). I mention the era in which
they were teaching to underscore the fact that the important pedagogical work I discuss in the first
two chapters was happening around the same time. The Sea Island Citizenship Schools began in
1957 (and continued into the 1970’s), while Mississippi Freedom Summer was established in 1964. I
mention the year these schools were established to point out that the political and pedagogical work
happening at CUNY and the work happening in the South was happening near the same time. While
we are familiar with some of the lessons taught in these schools in the South, we are less certain of
the affective work—which is still very much pedagogical, in my view—that happened around (and
during) the lessons. I center the work of some of these Black female scholars at CUNY (who
believed, like the educational organizers in the South did, that Black rhetorical work had to always
encompass social justice) to examine some of their affective pedagogical practices, as their thinking
on these issues is more readily available. Their thinking, in part, makes it possible for us (current
instructors, administrators, and students) to feel confident in developing front-facing care
practices—ones that we might ritualize—in our pedagogy.
Toni Cade Bambara, a writer, poet, and professor, discussed the need for the university to
serve the interests of Black and Latinx students. As a faculty member of CUNY’s SEEK1 program at

Established in CUNY’s senior colleges in 1964, SEEK, or “the Search for Education, Elevation and Knowledge”
program was designed to provide support to “disadvantaged” CUNY students. SEEK and programs like it were
developed by the Board of Higher Education (now the Board of Trustees) in response to grassroots activism by mainly
Black and Puerto Rican college-age youth, who were wildly underrepresented at CUNY colleges. (Stephen Steinberg,
“Revisiting Open Admissions at CUNY,” Clarion, February 2018, https://psc-cuny.org/clarion/february2018/revisiting-open-admissions-cuny.)
1
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CCNY, Bambara engaged Black and Puerto Rican students who often felt that the college
curriculum did not address their lives in meaningful ways. Bambara, like Sojourner Truth (whose
rhetorical work I reference in the second chapter), knew that “reading the world” was ultimately
more important (for her students) than simply reading letters. She asks in her writing, “Realizing the
Dream of a Black University”:
What happens to the student who is not satisfied with a surface discussion of
democracy, socialism, et al, in a Political Science course but wants to examine the
theories in vivo as it were—to the student who is all too aware that the ‘laws’ learned
in an Economics course do not operate in practice for they do not take into account
greed, exploitation, racism, politicking, monolithic corporations, powerful families,
or individual industrial thugs – to the student who wonders if the ‘free market’ and
‘free enterprise’ are not some easy rationale for actual inequities in the real world…”2
Bambara here “brings her experience to bear” on the problem, which was, at the time, a
curriculum not adequately serving the needs and interests of Black and Latinx students at CUNY.
She is an example of the Black woman writer that Jacqueline Jones Royster describes—using her skills
as a writer and creator to implement solutions. Bambara, who was deeply familiar with CUNY and local
municipal politics, was seen by the late 1960’s as an “approachable militant faculty member” by
student activists who wanted to disrupt a curriculum rooted in Eurocentricity. Like Ella Baker
before her, Bambara believed that “good teachers” “provoke” rather than “assuage”—they “raise
questions” rather than “provide answers”—they allow the student to “discover techniques” rather
than teach them, and “[equip] the students with skills” so that they can “sever ties” with the teacher
as soon as possible and teach themselves.3 She asks in “Realizing the Dream of a Black University,”
“what happens to the student who cannot or will not operate in the schizophrenic way a ‘good’
student has been trained to?”4 In her teaching, Bambara de-linked literacy from competence, elevating

Toni Cade Bambara, “Realizing the Dream of a Black University,” in “Realizing the Dream of a Black University” and Other
Writings, Part II, eds. Makeba Lavan and Conor Tomás Reed (The Center for the Humanities, The City University of
New York 2017), 16.
3 Bambara, “Introduction,” in “Realizing the Dream of a Black University,” Part II, 10.
4 Bambara, “Realizing the Dream,” in “Realizing the Dream of a Black University,” Part I, 17.
2
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students’ “oral, written, and activist work.”5 Literacy is often defined rather rigidly in writing courses.
Unfortunately, this rigidity often creates standards that students do not see as relevant. By
problematizing the primacy of literacy as typically defined in the university, Bambara created more
avenues for Black and Latinx students to imagine their rhetorical work.
Bambara also believed that her work as a writer was politically necessary. She said in an
interview with poet Kalamu ya Salaam that writing was a “socially responsible aspect of
revolutionary struggle”6 and that, as a writer, she tried to “break words open and get at the bones, deal with
symbols as if they were atoms [emphasis added].”7 It seemed that her creative drive as an artist also
fueled her political activism. I make this observation to say that creative work (like ritual, which can
be creative) can also be a socially conscious act as well. Bambara’s writing was representative of the
revolutionary rhetoric of third world literature,8 according to Salaam. Her approach to writing –
breaking things down to “get at the bones” could also be seen as a creative way to engage students
in a writing exercise, as opposed to prompts that prioritize grammatical and structural clarity.9
Barbara Christian (also a SEEK faculty member), like Bambara, believed her writing-work to
be vital. She once wrote, as I mentioned in the first chapter, “what I write and how I write is done in
order to save my own life.”10 How do we imagine writing as a life saver? I would argue that the only
way we could imagine writing this way is if we were centering an affective approach to creating
literature. In her essay “Does Theory play Well in the Classroom?” Christian lamented that literature

Lavan and Reed, eds. “Introduction,” in “Realizing the Dream of a Black University,” Part I, 7.
Kalamu ya Salaam and Toni Cade Bambara, “Searching for the Mother Tongue: An Interview with Toni Cade
Bambara,” in Savoring the Salt: The Legacy of Toni Cade Bambara, ed., ed. Linda Janet Holmes and Cheryl A. Wall (Temple
University Press, 2007), 69, https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt14bt0dw.10.
7 Ibid., 58.
8 Ibid., 69.
9 That’s not to say that there’s not a place for grammatical and structural goals but making another way for students to
“dig at” a writing assignment via more creative modalities is a way to make clear that one’s teaching work is accessible
and responsive.
10 Christian, “The Race for Theory,” 61.
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is seen as a “statement of principles” rather than an “embodiment” of them.11 Again, Christian is
exhorting her audience to feel the impact of writing. She is also asking us to internalize the aesthetic
power of the medium. On her pedagogical approach as a teacher in SEEK, Christian wrote that she
chose literature that the students wanted to read and that the sound of the literature was as important
as its content to students.12 Christian is again underscoring the aesthetic of the object (in this case a
book) as essential to its importance. She wrote that she was mainly interested in conversations with
her students about the way in which literature “opened them up.”13 I want to note here that
Christian wrote that she was interested in discussing the way writing “opened” her students – not
necessarily how. She is emphasizing style here – making the case implicitly that aesthetics are as
essential as content. Affect and beauty, for Christian, worked hand in hand with issues of social
justice in Black literature. She wrote that
African-American writings, whether they are fiction, poems, plays, or essays, have
tended to be concerned with issues of social justice within and outside of the culture
and with issues of personal growth, joy, and sorrow, with philosophical thought,
morality, wisdom, and spiritual regeneration as well.14
Christian realized, probably like her CCNY contemporaries as well the literacy instructors working in
the South, that the Black literary experience had to necessarily address “the body and spirit”15 as well
as the political realities of society. This understanding, for her, would probably be the foundation of
a healthful pedagogy. Christian, in a eulogy written for her friend Audre Lorde, wrote that Lorde
“articulat[es] for us how the erotic energizes our lives” and, through that, “analyz[es] precisely how political

Christian, “Does Theory Play Well in the Classroom?” New Black Feminist Criticism, 1985-2000, eds. Gloria Bowles, M.
Giulia Fabi and Arlene R. Keizer (University of Illinois Press, 2006), 53,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/j.ctt1xcfc6.10.
12 Ibid., 54.
13 Ibid.
14 Christian, “Whose Canon is it Anyway?” New Black Feminist Criticism, 1985-2000, eds. Gloria Bowles, M. Giulia Fabi
and Arlene R. Keizer (University of Illinois Press, 2006), 186, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/j.ctt1xcfc6.24.
15 “And it is this that is central to the African American literary tradition: the intersection here of the erotic and sensual,
of the body and the spirit. For me, it is these things that lie at the core of literature.” (Christian, “Does Theory Play Well
in the Classroom?”, 67.)
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struggle is connected to our understanding of our desires [emphasis added].”16 Perhaps this sentiment should
be clear—that an articulation of one’s wants would necessarily guide one’s political goals—but
according to Christian, political movements (like white feminism, which she referenced) did not
“relate closely enough to many people’s lives”17 precisely because they did not center the erotic.
Audre Lorde saw teaching and writing as inextricably linked. When she taught, she
was able to answer the questions she wrote about. Both, according to Lorde, “[became] ways of
exploring what [she needed] for survival. They [were] survival techniques.” Teaching, for her, was
exploring the “answers” with a community of people.18 What I would like to distill from Lorde’s
approach here is the ordinariness of it. I submit that most of us “explore answers” within various
communities regularly. Of course, our students may not see writing as essential to survival. But, like
mathematics (another field of study that students may not find essential), we practice writing every
day. Poet, writer, and professor June Jordan linked Black Studies with what she called “Life Studies,”
asking “what is the purpose of a school…if it will not prepare you to live your own life of your own
choosing in the community of your choice?”19 Like Bambara, Jordan realized that students—and, in
this case, specifically Black and Latinx students—benefitted most from a curriculum that was
relevant to their lives. As Bambara indicated, this kind of curriculum does not enshrine writers of
“classic” literature or center works of fiction—instead, it centers the experience of the students who
are taking the course.
Jordan, Bambara, Lorde, and Christian address the problem of what Eric Darnell Pritchard
coins “literacy normativity” by insisting that textual creation and interpretation engender possibility,

Christian, “Remembering Audre Lorde,” Agenda: Empowering Women for Gender Equity, no. 19 (1993): 22,
http://www.jstor.com/stable/4065991.
17 Ibid.
18 As qtd. in Richards and Lemelle, “Pedagogy, Politics, and Power,” 22.
19 June Jordan, “Introduction,” in “Life Studies,” 1966-1976, eds. Conor Tomás Reed and Talia Shalev (The Center for the
Humanities, The City University of New York 2017), 5.
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change, and action. These activist-writer-teachers lived their pedagogy and developed curricula that
addressed their students’ needs. Though, again, these teachers were not explicitly compositionists,
they centered writing in their respective work as essential to participation in social and political life.
Also, though I have no doubt that these women ritualized their politics in the form of, say, course
assignments, I mainly center their work in this chapter to showcase their commitment to
foregrounding affect in the classroom (and in their politics) and to point out the convergence of
their pedagogical commitments with the figures I discuss in chapter two. I aim to formally ritualize
affective practices and theories (what I call here a ceremony) in this chapter as a kind of
continuation of the important pedagogical moves made by the figures I lift up in this project. Before
I describe those practices, however, I would like to define what I call Black ritual work.

Ritual’s Relevance to the Field of Writing Studies
Ritual is particularly relevant to the field of Writing Studies because for one, ritual can
include the use of objects, which can be studied, interpreted, and defined, like written texts.
Secondly, if writing is a way of being in the world (more on this later), ritual is a way to sustain one’s
being in the world (more on this in the following pages); in fact, ritual is a kind of survival practice.
Finally, because formalized writing work in school (both at K-12 and college levels) can be both
inaccessible and oppressive, especially for students whose first language is not standardized
American English and for those who generally feel unsafe in the school system, coming to the field
of Writing Studies through the practice of ritual can be grounding and comforting. Ritual, I argue,
can be used in the writing classroom to, yes, help address the harms students may experience, but it
can also serve to encourage student-produced responses to the environment of the classroom that
are rooted in support, not in fear, which, I believe, can lead to richer, more insightful work from
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students. I am writing this chapter with instructors in mind, but I am also writing with the desire for
students to experience ease, in some small measure, in the spaces they spend so much of their time
in.

Ritual, Identity and Writing
A ritual is not just something that a mystic might practice to gain understanding or insight
about a particular feeling or event. We all practice rituals, even if we do not fancy ourselves magical.
“[T]he English word ritual applies to an act that is formulaic, symbolic (culturally meaningful), and
traditional [emphasis added].”20 This definition describes a ritual act at its most expansive. Small
ritual acts can also have all these qualities—for example, brushing one’s teeth in the morning. It is
predictable and culturally meaningful in that it implies one has good health among most people in
the world, and it is a long-established practice.
Richard Sennett in The Craftsman figures ritual as a “kind of craft.” He writes that “codes of
honor become concrete by choreographing movement and gesture.”21 Ritual expert Donna Henes
asserts that through the practice of “ceremony,” we can transform our perceptions, and, by
extension, our reality.22 Terms like “codes of honor” and “ceremony” imply a performance of
reverence. Rituals are “choreographed” movements that we perform to achieve a goal.
A ritual is also a habit. Habits eventually become unconscious things we do in response to
something else (a trigger). A habit, for example, can simply be turning off your phone’s alarm in the
morning because you want to stop the sound. Habits are often simple practices, but they become

Elizabeth Collins, “Reflections on Ritual and on Theorizing about Ritual,” Journal of Ritual Studies, 12 no. 1 (Summer
1998): 1, https://www.jstor.org/stable/44398681.
21 Richard Sennett, The Craftsman (Yale University Press, 2009), 12.
22 Donna Henes, “Why We Need Rituals in Our Lives,” Huffington Post, last modified July 17, 2013,
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/donna-henes/rituals_b_3294412.html.
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powerful parts of our unconscious behavior and can help to develop our sense of self.23 It is
important to understand the nature of habits here because I want to underscore how important the
practice of doing something again and again is. Habits establish familiarity as well as consistency—
which can also lead to feelings of safety and comfort.
Religious studies scholar Catherine Bell “emphasizes four aspects of ritual action: that it is
(1) situational; (2) strategic; (3) embedded in a misrecognition of what it is in fact doing; and (4) able
to reproduce or reconfigure a vision of the order of power in the world [emphasis added].”24 Bell also contends
that “ritual embodies ‘a vision of a community order that is personally empowering’.”25 For my
purposes in the classroom as an composition instructor, “ritual action” is indeed situational, as
different groups of students respond differently to the rituals I ask them to engage. One class I
taught really responded to regular meditation, while another did not. I had to adjust my ritual
practice (by not including mediation in that class’s ritual work) because the act was not received the
same way in a different (classroom) space. Because I wanted to respond appropriately to the needs
of that particular classroom by listening to the students, I chose another ritual practice that students
responded more attentively to. One of the reasons ritual can be effective in establishing feelings of
safety or comfort in the classroom is that it can be responsive to the needs of students by becoming
situational.
I have employed ritual work in a class when we need a reset as well. Perhaps the lesson on
how to prepare for the final paper is not going over well that day—we might take a moment to
“draw our feelings” (more on this later) or free-write to music for five minutes. Ritual can be a
strategic deployment of care or attentiveness when we use it to acknowledge what the class may need or

James Clear, “How Your Habits Shape Your Identity (and Vice Versa)” in Atomic Habits: An Easy and Proven Way to
Build Good Habits and Break Bad Ones (Penguin, 2018), 34.
24 Bell, (1992) 81, quoted in Collins, “Reflections on Ritual,” 4.
25 Bell, (1992) 116, quoted in Collins, “Reflections on Ritual,” 4.
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want in a particular moment. Ritual work, due to its ordinariness (it is a habit, after all), can also be
an agent of insurgency in the classroom. It can respond, at least momentarily, to the implicit and
explicit demands to “produce” that the university often imposes on its inhabitants (faculty, staff, and
students) by inviting us to slow down, pause, or completely stop, depending on the ritual activity.
Finally, ritual work can engage a group, or community, in a practice that often creates spaces for
connection. For instance, you might learn something new about someone after a group free-write
and be compelled to stay in touch after the activity ends. Obviously, this can happen at any juncture
without the deployment of ritual, but ritual-work can intentionally create spaces of collectivity in the
classroom and beyond.
Writing (as well as the act of reading writing) is often experienced as a reverent act. In the
article “Writing and Being Written: Issues of Identity Across Timescales,” researcher Amy Burgess
and linguist Roz Ivanić contend that a “writer’s text” embodies the writer’s worldview, beliefs, and
their understanding of themselves—these things are constructed via the writing process itself.
Readers will understand who the writer is via the cues that are given to them through the writer’s
words.26 “Burgess and Ivanič understand that a writer’s identity actually exists outside of language,
but the self-inscribed-on-paper is ‘interpretable’ from the text.”27 Burgess and Ivanić argue that
writers develop identity as they write. The fact that something as all-encompassing and ephemeral as
identity can be built in an ongoing action (writing) is quite powerful to me. Also, the fact that a
reader, a separate person, could then somehow understand the identity of someone else is also an
incredible fact. An act like writing is comparable to ritual because they are both seemingly small
things that have strong spiritual elements.

Burgess and Ivanić, (2010) 240, quoted in Barbara Bird, “A Basic Writing Course Design to Promote Writer Identity:
Three Analyses of Student Papers,” Journal of Basic Writing, 32 no. 1 (Spring 2013): 67, ISSN: 0147-1635.
27 Ibid.
26
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In her work, Writing and Identity: The Discoursal Construction of Identity in Academic Writing, Ivanić
contends that her positionality impacts her approach to writing.
Who am I as I write this book? I am not a neutral, objective scribe conveying the
objective results of my research impersonally in my writing. I am bringing to it a variety
of commitments based on my interests, values and beliefs which are built up from my own
history as a white English woman aged 51 from a middle class family, as an adult
educator in multi-ethnic, central London in the 1970s and 80s, as a wife and mother
[emphasis added].28
We consider our identities (sometimes subconsciously) when we write, and our writing can also in
turn help to shape our sense of who we are. “[T]here are three ways of thinking about the identity of
a person in the act of writing,” claims Ivanić—“the writer’s ‘autobiographical self,’ the ‘discoursal
self’ which the writer constructs in the act of writing, and the ‘self as author,’ referring to a writer’s
relative authoritativeness. These three ‘selves’ are all socially constructed and socially constructing.”29
No matter how many “selves” we bring to the writing process, what I want to underscore here is
that we consider our “selves” and the story we want to tell when writing. Self-making occurs on the
page as we write, whether it is the “autobiographical self” —the perhaps most “true” self (though
even that self is subject to change as we live through more experiences, according to Ivanić), the
discoursal self, or the “self as author.”
Self-making via the act of writing was essential for Black people in the U.S. during (and
immediately following) slavery. Through the performance of church orature, claims Douglas A.
Jones Jr., Associate Professor of English at Rutgers University, enslaved Black people in the U.S.
“identif[ied] the compositional and material technologies of written discourse as viable mechanisms
with which to claim their interests across spheres of colonial and early national American life [emphasis added].”30

Roz Ivanić, Writing and Identity: The Discoursal Construction of Identity in Academic Writing (John Benjamins Publishing
Company, 1998), 1.
29 Ibid., 24.
30 Douglas A. Jones, Jr., “Slave Evangelicalism, Shouting, and the Beginning of African American Writing,” Early
American Literature, 53 no. 1 (2018): 72, doi: 10.1353/eal.2018.0003.
28
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The written word accompanied oratory as a way in which to voice their desires (in an oppressive and
violent environment). Using writing to lay claim to what one desires is a way of marking space for
oneself. Expressing desires via writing can also be a kind of habit or ritual one employs to ultimately
experience one’s desire. Writing is impacted by our identities and can help to shape them as well.
Ritual also contributes to identity-formation and helps us to shape our experiences and perceptions.
It should be clear now that writing and ritual go hand-in-hand—they can even be one and the same!

The Rhetoricity of Objects
In the introduction to the book Rhetoric, Through Everyday Things, editors Scot Barnett and
Casey Boyle suggest that instead of continuing to center the human in rhetorical work, human and
nonhuman actors, for them, “interact suasively and agentially in rhetorical situations and
ecologies.”31 Though the focus of this chapter is mainly about how we might use objects in the
composition classroom, I first want to underscore how powerful the objects that we use are. In the
essay “The Things They Left Behind: Toward an Object-Oriented History of Composition” by
Kevin Rutherford and Jason Palmeri, the authors argue that an “ontological investigation of the
interrelations among nonhuman and human objects” has a history in composition. They reference
composition theorist Ann Berthoff’s practice of having her students closely observe a natural object
(“a milkweed pod, a crab leg, a walnut husk”) for a week. Rutherford and Palmeri say that this activity
puts students in the position of recognizing the agency of a non-human object. According to the authors, Berthoff
also had her students examine the relationships that existed between objects as a way to develop an
“invention” strategy in the writing classroom.32 The affective response to the viewing of images,

Scot Barnett and Casey Boyle, “Introduction: Rhetorical Ontology, or, How to Do Things with Things” in Rhetoric,
Through Everyday Things, eds. (University Alabama Press, 2016).
32 Ibid.
31
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according to the book Fashion as Photograph, is in some ways unspeakable: “what we think of as a
visual experience is in fact a complex response involving both the mind and body. The full extent of this
response is neither fully available to consciousness, nor fully describable by language [emphasis added].”33 Even
though here the author is specifically speaking about fashion objects, what is being argued here
applies to all objects. There is a visceral process that occurs when we encounter an object, especially
one that we enjoy or are drawn to; feelings of pleasure and the imagination work together to
produce sensations of joy, desire, and immersion. Our realties become suspended when engaging
with an object; we become a simpler version of ourselves—perhaps we simply become bodies,
simply beings, engaging with another kind of body that helps us to feel a kind of divine engrossment.
Often one uses objects in ritual practice. Obviously, we all use objects constantly in our daily
lives, but most of the things we use, we use unconsciously. Though most of us perform several
rituals every day, many (if not most) with objects, we probably take most of these objects for
granted. Some of us, however, intentionally use objects to support our identities. In the essay “The
Material Culture of Writing: Objects, Habitats, and Identities in Practice,” Professor Cydney Alexis
tells us that a writing administrator she interviewed, David, bought a desk in his youth to “demarcate
space in the room he shared with his musician brother.” The desk was a way for David to assert his
identity as a writer. Alexis goes on to argue in her essay that writing objects (like desks) are used by
writers to “become,” or to introduce themselves as writers.34 Alexis suggests that writing objects can
be a determining factor in student success: “[c]ontext and environment, then, affect one’s ability to
project oneself into, and then inhabit, a certain identity. [There is a] connection between academic outcomes
and the ability to imagine possible selves [emphasis added].”35 Because there is a real value in recognizing

Eugenie Shrinkle, ed., Fashion as Photograph: Viewing and Reviewing Images of Fashion (I.B. Taurus, 2008), 220.
Cydney Alexis, “The Material Culture of Writing: Objects, Habitats, and Identities in Practice” in Rhetoric, Through
Everyday Things, eds. Scot Barnett and Casey Boyle (University Alabama Press, 2016).
35 Ibid.
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possibility in the classroom, it ought to be ensured that students experience classroom objects that
ground and support them. Also, because instructors often have little control about where they teach,
ritual practices might be even more important in establishing a sense of possibility and growth among
students in the classroom.
The objects we engage in the classroom often serve some kind of function (which sometimes
makes it easy to overlook the role it plays in supporting our habits), but they can also hold deep
meaning for us. Setting intentional rituals can help us to become more aware of the objects we use
to practice our habits. In order for us to complete our rituals in the way we want to, we must first
have the tools available. Spending time focusing on the aim of the ritual is important, but taking a
moment to study the items we are using to achieve the aim can help us to become aware of our own
smallness in the larger world—the fact that we need a tool in a particular practice (in order to achieve
something—sometimes in order to achieve a life-sustaining thing) can make us feel vulnerable,
which, I think, can call into question our notion of the primacy of humanness, which is a challenge
that the authors in Rhetoric are inviting us to take on. Barnett and Boyle support a perspective that
views “human audiences” not as “stable human agents but rather as complex assemblages of objects
situated in time and space.”36 The reason why this idea is resonant in this chapter is because since
ritual includes objects, it stands to reason that the intentional performance of ritual in the classroom
may inspire students (and instructor) to build a sense of community, as the power of objects (as we
have learned) can disassemble us. Dis-assemblage is important in building a practice of community
because vulnerability can help us to connect with one another. And it is vulnerable to practice
devotion publicly. Ritual is also an act of devotion, obviously linked to the religious and the spiritual.
It is vulnerable to practice a desire. But if several are practicing a desire together, it can be an act of

Kevin Rutherford and Jason Palmeri, “The Things They Left Behind: Toward an Object-Oriented History of
Composition” in Rhetoric, Through Everyday Things, eds. Scot Barnett and Casey Boyle (University Alabama Press, 2016).
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bonding. The practice of ritual can also help to break down the notion of the writer as singular. If
the dis-assemblage present in the act of (intentional) ritual can “destabilize” “human agents,”
perhaps it can also destabilize our idea of what is to happen in the often-intimidating composition
course; this is what it appears Ann Berthoff achieved with her writing students. However, this
practice of dissaseemblage might only happen for Black and brown students in an ideal environment.
The issue with this practice is that it does not seem to consider the history of non-white people
being objectified. In the book Living a Feminist Life, scholar Sara Ahmed writes: “From Frantz
Fanon, we learn about the experience of disorientation, as the experience of being an object among
other objects, of being shattered, of being cut into pieces by the hostility of the white gaze. White,
Fanon showed, becomes the universal.”37 What I am saying is that I am not sure that we get to
choose when we can come apart when our bodies have been so defined by corporeality historically.38
Perhaps if the stage is set properly in the classroom (by this, I mean, we are establishing trust with
students) and the effort is made to help participants feel safe, this kind of object-work can be
effective. In this next section, I will spend time discussing objects and rituals I have used in
composition classrooms.
Though we can identify care work practiced by Black pedagogues at Sea Island, Freedom
Summer, and CUNY, the care rituals I list below are again, my attempt to formalize this kind of
work and frame these affective practices as specific and consistently actionable items for instructors,
administrators, and students to consider.

The Ceremony
In the classroom, all these practices come together in the form of a regular ritual.
37
38

Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, (Duke University Press, 2017), 133.
Richard Dyer explains this in the book Only Skin Deep, which I referenced in this project’s first chapter.
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1. Students and I put desks in a U-shape
2. Place succulent and salt on desk
3. Pull out my course planner
4. Playlist on (depending on what we are doing—if it’s a full class discussion, no music is
playing. If I divide the class into groups for them to discuss a topic amongst themselves,
music plays. It also plays at the top of the class while students are drawing or while cards are
being shuffled and at the end when students are writing reflection essays)
5. “Draw Your Feelings” or affirmation card discussion
6. Doughnuts (when available) can be eaten throughout
7. Reflection essays

The U-Shape
During my freshman year in college, I had a writing instructor who put us in a circle in her
class. She was a young poet who was genuinely interested in our contributions to the course. Her
style inspired me, and her approach made her class fun to be in. The idea to set up my own classes
in a U-shape was inspired by this instructor. The idea is that the desks form U-shape (as opposed to
the regular rows we see). Instead of the focal point being the instructor, the students face each other.
This is especially interesting / important during class discussions. I do a U-shape because, due to
class size, I often do not have enough room to make a complete circle – but the spirit of the
structure remains the same. Also, because I do a lot of in-class group work with my students,
structuring the desks this way becomes intuitive.

The Course Planner
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Recently (the past five years) I’ve been really into planners. I decided to try bullet journaling
(a kind of planning conceptualized by digital product designer Ryder Carroll), which is a kind of
“analog” planning (as opposed to digital scheduling using, say, Google calendar) where in one writes
out monthly calendars and creates their own task lists (as opposed to buying a book its own
calendars and task lists). I decided to create a bullet journal simply dedicated to managing my
teaching tasks. In the journal I created for the Fall of 2018 and Spring of 2019, I began the notebook
with a class roster list. On the following page, I created a heading titled: “Class Observations,”
which is highlighted in blue. I then added the class meeting date next to it. “Class Observations” is
the space where I would discuss my impressions of the class that day; I might describe class
engagement levels and any behavior (on the part of me or the students) I need to be mindful of. At
the bottom of the page, I headed up a section aptly titled “Brain Dump,” where I would write
random observations and things I needed to remember regarding the class. On the next page, I titled
at the top of the page: “Weekly Teaching Review.” The subsections under this title were: “Wins,”
“Areas for Improvement,” “What I Have Learned This Week,” and “Action Steps for Next Week.”
Under these subheadings, which were highlighted in lavender, I discussed successes, where I could
grow regarding teaching or preparation, what I came to understand at the end of the teaching week,
and what I planned to do next week to take all my observations into account. I repeated this layout
for the entirety of the semester, though for the second week (and every week following) I added the
heading “Agenda,” so that I could break down in usually five to twenty-minute increments, exactly
what I was doing for the day in the class.
For the Fall 2018 semester, I began with writing down my teaching goals; I also wrote down
what I would say to my students on the first day. Then I resumed with the layout I used in the
previous semester. I also included grade rosters and important student meeting notes in the book. I
also wrote down book and article summaries I assigned, as well as teaching ideas and inspirational
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quotes. Taking the time to design the book’s various templates and record notes was a ritual in and
of itself. I looked forward to planning the course schedule and thinking up in-class activities, in part
perhaps because I would create a plan that was beautiful to look at. Beauty is not just a passive or
benign pleasure; it can be inspiring and supportive. I used different highlighter colors for headings
and subheadings and a different color for important sections. I added shadow to certain headings
for a touch of dimension on the page and sometimes split pages (a version of the Cornell notetaking
method39) when taking notes on novels or texts I was lecturing on. A lot of my approaches to
designing the notebook came from the bullet-journaling40 (“BuJo” for short) community, many of
whom have Instagram accounts dedicated to the art of journaling.41 Regarding plan time, sometimes
I would dedicate an hour to planning on a slower day, but sometimes I would get inspired to write
before or after a class session. Writing in this notebook in preparation for classes became a ritual in
and of itself.

Jennifer DesRochers, “How to Take Cornell Notes,” YouTube video, 5:26, posted on July 26, 2012,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WtW9IyE04OQ.
40 “How to Bullet Journal,” YouTube video, 4:11, posted by “Bullet Journal” on May 21, 2015,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fm15cmYU0IM.
41 “Bullet Journal Instagram Accounts: My Top 10,” Minimal Plan, March 12, 2018, http://minimalplan.com/en/bullet-journal-instagram-accounts-top-10/ (webpage removed).
39
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Figure 2: Class Agendas

Figure 3: Lecture Notes
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Figure 4: Lecture Notes

The Playlist
I started considering the things that make me comfortable in a space, and in addition to
food, music was something I thought of. I often played alternative R&B, but eventually I passed
around a paper and had the student write their own requests. When class was over, I would collect
the list and pick up where we left off on it at the next class meeting. I played music (on low) during
writing and group discussion times.

Draw Your Feelings
At the top of most class meetings, I ask students to “draw their feelings.” This exercise is
exactly as it sounds. I have a large bag of markers (another object in and of itself) I pass around to
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students and for three to five minutes, while music plays, students draw how they feel. After the
time is up, I ask students to share what they drew; participation is optional. Often, a few students are
happy to discuss their feelings. Many use the discussion as a time to make jokes; some are
completely silent. Though I enjoy this activity, I am not sure that it will continue in this format.
There may be another way to ask students how they feel in-class that does not cause discomfort for
some experiencing trauma they do not want exposed.

The Nourishment
I consider food an object. It is certainly an item of desire. I was excited to provide
nourishment for my students because I knew that some, if not most, appreciated the provisions.
Food is a way to show love; feeding someone is a sign of care. In the book Eating Animals, author
Jonathan Safran Foer writes: “Table fellowship has forged social bonds as far back as the archeological record
allow us to look. Food, family, and memory are primordially linked [emphasis added].”42 Eating is
obviously a very primal thing, which makes it a personal thing—but as Foer says, it has historically
been a very communal thing. Eating is a personal, primal thing that we often do with others. Sharing
food then, is an intimate act. Eating is also, obviously, a ritual act as well. When I could (which was
generally every other week), I bought doughnuts to class. I sometimes brought chips and / or
cookies when I didn’t have access to doughnuts. Being on a fixed budget, providing food wasn’t
something I could easily do (I was able, during this time, to budget for it). I happen to think that the
look of things and the feeling of things is essential. I may feel this more saliently because I have a
creative spirit, but I think this is important on some level to most of us, even if we don’t access this
feeling constantly.

42

Jonathan Safran Foer, Eating Animals (Back Bay Books, 2010).
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Being hungry is a very common sensation, for all of us at times (and for some of us, it is a
constant state of being). There is an undercurrent of something I don’t like when it comes to the
boundaries we say we must maintain with students. They are a necessary thing, yes (but that goes for
all of us, in all contexts, beyond the classroom), but taking pride in the absence of softness in the
name of boundary-setting is not the kind of practice I want to partake in. Food is so deeply tied to
our feelings. Food can make us vulnerable, and in a space where vulnerability is oftentimes found
upon (the classroom—vulnerability is not an option in the classroom for various reasons, some of
which I believe are deeply valid and important to note), perhaps it is too much for some. One time a
colleague saw the candy jar on my desk at the end of class-time and asked me “who ‘earned’ the
candy’.” I replied that there was no merit system for access to the candy and the person responded
with surprise. For me, there’s no merit system when it comes to nourishment. I understand that
firmly knowing what will be explored in a space and what will not be (in the best interests of the
participants in the space) is invaluable and necessary—and I also understand that positionality
matters deeply. My being Black and not a man—my being relatively young, an adjunct, with visible
body modifications (tattoos and piercings)—vulnerability can often be a liability. I’m fortunate not
to have felt harmed by my practice to the point where I had to explore a different avenue in the
name of self-preservation. I have, however, been harmed in the larger academic institution, where
I’ve no doubt my positionality played a role. I’m going to say that there’s no way to prevent being
harmed. Obviously, there are situations where harm-reduction measures are essential for survival,
though. What I am inviting us to do, however, is to consider a way of thinking where we’re not putting
up walls before we survey the space. Providing nourishment in the form of food is just one way that we
can help to transform a space often associated with trepidation, even fear—a space that is often
inaccessible—into a more welcoming one.
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The Reflection Essay
I do what some call “exit tickets” with my students as well, though I call them reflection
essays. At the end of each class, I ask students to write about one thing they’ve learned in class that
day and one thing they’re struggling with. Those are typically the prompts, but sometimes I will ask
them to write about a particular topic we’ve covered in class that day. I collect the essays at the end
of each class meeting (on index cards that I give to them) and hand them back out at the top of class
the next time we meet. Reflection essays are also the way that I record attendance. What I like about
reflection essays is that I get a temperature of the class. I understand where I must review (if several
students say they don’t understand something, I know to go over it again) and where the class feels
confident. I also understand individual students’ comfort levels, so that I can have productive oneon-one meetings with them.

Bits and Bobs
o An artificial succulent (to brighten the classroom some)—and plants, real or fake, are
supposed to help us feel good / well.
o Pink salt rock (salt has ions that purify the air—they are also used by some for protection
and clearing).

Additional /Optional Elements
The Cards
I have used affirmation cards in my course as well. This practice has worked well with some
students / classes and not so well with others. You can look at the introduction of affirmation cards
in the classroom to engage students and inspire them to explore their position on a particular topic.
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Affirmation cards typically have a positive declaration on them; they are tools to help build
confidence and to encourage focus around various issues. The affirmation deck I used in the
classroom is called Affirmators! at Work Deck: 50 Affirmation Cards to Help You Help Yourself - Without
the Self-helpy-ness! by writer Suzy Barrett. I used the “at work” version of the deck (there are several
versions, including a deck for building creativity and one for working on personal relationships)
because it addresses conflicts in “professional” space as well as one’s work goals. I hand a student
volunteer the deck, and they choose a card after shuffling it. They or another student volunteer
reads the prompt out loud. I then ask if anyone has any thoughts on the prompt. This practice can
take from ten to twenty minutes. Like I’ve said, I’ve had good discussion experiences, where
students really opened up about a particular topic, and others with very little engagement. The deck
was an object, however, that I liked to have in my work bag.

The Talisman
I went to an all-day workshop for educators run by an NYC-based poetry organization,
Urban Word, a few years ago, and at one of the workshops, the facilitator, poet and writer Steven
Willis, discussed introducing the idea of a talisman to his students. (His shoes were his talisman.)
Inspired by this idea, during the Fall semester of 2016, I asked my composition students to describe
a talisman that helped them feel secure. Many of them, after I made it clear that a talisman could be
virtually anything—a physical item, a saying, an image—described one. A talisman would be a great
starting object in a student-crafted toolkit.
For me, having a regular ritual brings me a sense of comfort, and though I am guessing, I
feel that it brings comfort to at least some of the students as well. A lot of our experiences have
elements of unpredictability to them, and I aim for at least piece of time in the day where we might
all experience a feeling of groundedness. Though I cannot predict how a discussion will go or who
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will show up in-person to class, I can practice these rituals regularly, and it is something I look
forward to.

The Toolkit
In Living a Feminist Life, Sara Ahmed suggests to the reader that they create a feminist toolkit
filled with books / objects they must take care of and with. The toolkit I envision doesn’t change
much—meaning I basically bring the same tools to every place. The more I think about ways to
engage students in the classroom and ways to care, the more I believe that I ought to bring the same
“me” everywhere (including the classroom), although that’s not always possible, for various reasons.
Ultimately, I understand that being as honest as possible about what I value and what I’m dedicated
to is the way to go. My ideal toolkit includes cards (affirmation, Tarot, oracle…), paper or notebook,
pen / pencil, access to food, a crystal, a plant (real or artificial), a comforting *and beautiful* throw or
drape, and a good music playlist. My ideal personal schedule entails reading cards daily, journaling,
eating at least one food that nourishes me, having something beautiful to look at / hold, and hearing
a song that lifts me (or grounds me, or excites me). I like to bring as much of these rituals as
possible to the classroom. I bring these rituals to friends, and I’ve even brought these rituals to a few
academic presentations. I find that folk are typically surprised by the introduction, but a few always
mention their appreciation (of course, rituals that require emotional display are not always
appropriate or received by everyone well—more on this later).

On the Historical Interplay of Space and Ritual in the Classroom
The first schoolhouses for the descendants of enslaved Black people were typically
dilapidated. Even many years afterward, the conditions of classrooms containing Black students
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were sub-par. The environments we live in affect us. Even though I have to think that this is
acknowledged, I do not know how committed we (administrators, instructors, institutions) are to
addressing the literal environments we teach in. There are probably several reasons for this, one
being that we (instructors), again, have little control over where we teach and how it looks. If
teaching in a college classroom, chances are that any modifications one makes to the space has to be
reversed at the class’s end. Still, learning environments matter—and they perhaps especially matter
for students who may already feel intimidated by the classroom environment. As I have said before,
we all appreciate beauty (in our own ways). Attention to the environment of the classroom ought
not to be a luxury reserved for well-resourced primary schools. In the article “Psychology of
Learning Spaces: Impact on Teaching and Learning,” researchers Vincent J. Granito and Mary E.
Santana, write that “the physical or virtual space the teaching and learning take place in and the
environmental conditions within these spaces” may have an impact on student success.43 Granito
and Santana did research studying the impacts of learning environments with student focus groups,
and ultimately found that while both students and professors felt that the learning environment was
a factor in student success, students felt more strongly that this was the case. They write: “Faculty,
while acknowledging the importance a room can play in the learning process, also believed that the
faculty member and student play a major part in the student learning. Students listed several factors
within rooms that impact their ability to concentrate and felt that the rooms are a key element in
learning.”44 They go on to say that “[i]t may simply be an issue that most faculty do not think about
because their focus is on delivering the course content, while students tend to focus on conditions in
the room.”45 While I am sure that this is a good guess, I also feel that some of us (instructors,

K.A. Graetz, (2006) quoted in Vincent J. Granito and Mary E. Santana, “Psychology of Learning Spaces: Impact on
Teaching and Learning,” Journal of Learning Spaces, 5 no. 1 (2016): 1, ISSN: 21586195.
44 Granito and Santana, “Psychology of Learning Spaces,” 6.
45 Ibid.
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administrators, institutions) buy into the notion of the gritty individual that defies all odds to
become successful. Those are the kinds of stories that we champion in our productivity-oriented
environment; I’m speaking of the professionalized environment, which includes the university, but
also society in general. That image of the determined individual, I think, fortified by the enduring
narrative of the “rugged American,” is also an inspiration for the notion of the “singular writer.” In
other words, I think we think that students ought to able to work through any discomforts that are
not acutely harmful (this is, in fact, a badge of honor) and be successful. This kind of thinking comes
from, in part, our capitalist construction of success; our worth is so often ultimately determined by
what we can produce. What if we made it easier for students to create (instead of produce, which suggests
a machine) by addressing what their learning environment looks and feels like?
Though there is not much I can do to address the physical environment of the classroom (at
least, not at this point), I bring objects to add to the space and I often rearrange the space (U-shape).
Even these small changes to the physical environment, I think helps us think differently about the
space. Speaking for myself, I know how much I looked forward to that freshman English class
where we formed the chairs in a circle—it was different from my other classes—even if just the pattern of
the desks changed.

Something Sensational: On Toolkits and Self-Care
Ahmed writes that creating a feminist toolkit can be a way to practice self-care. The objects I
carry to classroom (and throughout my life) bring me joy, safety, and comfort. These things are not
just things we should only expect at home—and what about those of us who cannot feel these
things at home?)—or with loved ones. We can produce these feelings in the spaces many of us
spend most of our time: at work (away from home). Marginalized positionalities make an embrace of
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these sensations in the workspace more difficult. Being Black, queer, relatively young, being an
adjunct—all these things make celebrating feeling at work more difficult. I am not suggesting that we
should disregard our safety or that we place ourselves in dangerous situations as instructors and
administrators, but if it is at all possible for us to remain open to the possibility of expressing feeling
at work, we might consider it. We should also allow for our peers (again, when the feeling expressed
does not threaten safety) to express their feelings.46 If we can build a space of support for faculty to
get in touch with their feelings, we can imagine creating space for students to do so in the classroom
as well. If one does not wish to express their feelings in their space of work, this is obviously
understandable and valid, but one of the reasons why I suggest that we healthily express and explore
our feelings at work is because there have been several instances where I feel that peers express
dissatisfaction with students when really it seems that they feel confused, frustrated, or depleted—
but instead of saying “I am unsure about this situation,” they may say something about a student not
doing something “correctly” or up to “par.” If we were able to publicly discuss our vulnerabilities at
work, it is possible that we might be able to conceive of softer ways to engage students who we read
as disengaged.
Ahmed says of sensation: “A sensation is often felt by the skin. The word sensational relates
both to the faculty of sensation and to the arousal of strong curiosity, interest, or excitement. If a
sensation is how a body is in contact with a world, then something becomes sensational when
contact becomes even more intense.”47 There are some objects that we simply enjoy touching. We
may like the shape of it, the feel of it in our hands, its color, its luster. We probably also like the way
it makes us feel. One of my favorite stones to hold in the hand is hematite. Hematite is a kind of

Queer instructors, BIPOC people, people who are not men, and adjuncts should especially be allowed to feel comfort
in professionalized spaces, where often in the name of “professionalism,” the lived experiences of the people I mention
get ignored if their experience includes being discriminated against or being harmed in the space of the institution.
47 Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, 22.
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iron. It is heavy and silver—brown when oxidized. It has, like I mentioned, an incredible weight to
it. I instantly feel soothed when I hold it; it’s cool to the touch, and it has grooves and ridges in it.
Hematite is said to promote feelings of stability and groundedness; it is also said to support blood
circulation and absorb negative energy. It is associated with the root chakra and the astrological sign
of Aries. Some mystics who practice meditation will suggest that one practices with crystals in the
hand because it can help with focus and bring clarity to whatever one may be meditating on. The
feeling of touching an object while in deep concentration seems sensational if we go by Ahmed’s
definition. We probably do not have the time (or do we?) to regularly practice deep meditation with
students in the classroom, but we can perhaps capture a sliver of the sensational in the classroom by
intentionally incorporating the regular use of objects in the classroom with our students.
Emotions and sensations are not the same, but they are related. There is an obvious link between
ritual and sensation, as I have described above, but ritual can also bring up emotions, like joy. They
obviously can evoke feelings of pleasure. Ritual fosters feelings of connection and allows for deeper
exploration of self. Perhaps our ritual practices can continue out of the classroom and amongst
instructors and administrators, so that we can be excited, interested.

Intense Contact: Ritual Disruption
Though I have had positive classroom experiences while practicing ritual, there have been
serious disruptions in the practice of my rituals as well. While teaching during the Spring 2019
semester, I began my class regularly with the “Draw Your Feelings” activity. There was a student
who seemed very resistant to that practice, as well as most others I introduced. What follows below
is only my account.

day 1:
120

can I remember everything I want to say for opening class? my stomach always floats way up to my
chest on the First Day. the lights are out. wow. First Day and the lights are out? this is already not
going well. okay okay. breathe. they can tell I’m nervous. they think I’m ridiculous. great, it’s the first
day and they already think I’m strange with the U-shape and my explaining my rationale for the
practices we are doing.

day 2:
okay. this student already is kind of checked out. they are not feeling the drawing. they seem almost
angry with these practices? hopefully they’ll see the consistency, see I’m for real and know that this is
just how it goes.

one month later:
I just don’t understand what’s happening. everything I do gets shut down. unfortunately, the tenor
of the class changes because of this disengagement. does this person think I’m faking? do they think
I don’t mean what I’m doing?

I’ve had a talk with the student where I was surprisingly emotional. They seem like they understand
me more? Or believe in what I’m doing more?

two months later:
now I have to involve other folks in the department. it’s gotten to be untenable. I really don’t
understand what I did. these approaches have worked in the past. this class is bigger, though. maybe
that’s it? so many different personalities in one space?
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spring:
I almost feel defeated. how could I have gotten this so wrong? at the end, the rituals were pretty
much over. I didn’t believe in them anymore. they hadn’t helped with…and then, near the end, no
one really bought into them. I was also clearly affected in the classroom; I was also honest with my
students about how I was feeling. I really believed in this approach. I know some people might say that
this expression of emotion (or like, an expression of “defeat”) is a liability and therefore they don’t
have feelings in the classroom because it shows you’ve “lost control over the class” but “control”
wasn’t ever what I was after.

end:
there are things I was really proud of. I liked that I really took the time to listen to students’
perspectives on their writing approach. I learned a lot about their thinking when I listened, and it
helped me to understand their writing better. I liked my willingness to collaborate with them and ask
their opinions on their work. even though I’m going to say I felt wounded, I also somehow feel
more dedicated to making my practices work.

the meeting:
they were really concerned about my feelings and how the student interacted with me. I appreciated
that and I know that everyone was doing their jobs; this response is protocol – it is what is supposed
to happen in a situation like this. but even though I felt hurt, I was more interested in the student’s
condition. the intervention suggested included a call to security but that kind of intervention I didn’t
want. the carceral is such a theme in so many of our lives.
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epilogue:
flexibility is a must. ritual does not have to be rigid.

The Ritual of Carcerality: How the Prison-Industrial Complex and the
Enforcement of Privileged Languages Impact the Ways We Engage
Students in the Classroom
There were other rituals at play as I experienced a challenge to my own practice of ritual in
the classroom. Institutions practice their own rituals. There are rituals in place to address “behavioral”
issues in the classroom, generally requiring intervention by administrators. There are disciplinary
rituals in school that engage campus security. There are rituals of rejection and / or discomfort that
students might practice in response to an instructor’s ritual-work in the classroom. Again, rituals can
be understood as habits—actions a person (or entity) takes in order to get a result. The ritual of
carcerality has historically had a negative impact on the lives of Black and brown people. This
particular ritual has also impacted how many schools with majority-Black and brown students are
structured and maintained. I introduce carcerality as a kind of ritual here because I want to
acknowledge the reality that because our lives are made up of rituals, there are positive rituals as well
as damaging ones. I contend that our awareness of this fact and our intentional practice of ritual
(rooted in flower-work) can help to redress the historical harmful habits practiced in the classroom.
Also often present in the classroom is the requirement that students write in and use SAE.
Obviously, the conversation around the use of SAE in the classroom is layered and rich, as teachers
and theorists discuss this often. Here I am discussing SAE as a feature of the carceral because of the
ways it has been used to identify “success” in classrooms in the U.S. This “success” is often tied to
racist and classist thinking. To be clear, I am not arguing that the use and teaching of SAE is
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inherently negative or wrong; I am inviting us (instructors, administrators, and students) to examine
the ways in which we require its use.
U.S. governmental projects like the War on Drugs and the War on Crime introduced (or,
perhaps re-introduced) draconian policies that disproportionately and adversely targeted Black and
brown populations who were (apparently) committing acts of crime. These policies also influenced
disciplinary policies implemented in schools with large Black and brown populations. According to
researcher DeWitt Scott,
As analysis of the prison industrial complex has become more prevalent, researchers
began to draw a connection between the criminal justice system and the nation’s K12 education system.48 It became clear that a collection of policies instituted in the
public education sphere—particularly urban public schools—was having a direct
impact on not only the number but the racial and class backgrounds of future
prisoners as well.49
Governmental policy can affect the way we think about certain populations and certain behaviors we
attribute to those populations. These policy measures, then, impact the way we perceive and the way
we evaluate, which can affect the way we interact with the people we encounter. According to Scott,
due to zero-tolerance policies that began to take effect in the U.S. in the 1990’s, schools became
increasingly more punitive when it came to addressing student infractions. These policies adversely
impacted Black and brown students, as well as students who were gender non-conforming, and
poor. These students were suspended, expelled, and detained at higher rates.50 Scott also writes: “[a]s
minority students face intensifying sanctions for unacceptable behavior—behavior that is typically
assessed through subjective lenses—these students are inevitably headed toward a future of increased

Though links between the prison industrial complex and schools are usually made regarding the K-12 level, I have
experienced college spaces that environmentally replicated the kinds of K-12 spaces that engage intentional carceral
practices.
49 Halkovic, (2014), quoted in DeWitt Scott, “Developing the Prison-to-School Pipeline: A Paradigmatic Shift in
Educational Possibilities During an Age of Mass Incarceration,” Journal of Correctional Education, 68 no. 3 (December
2017): 42, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26508032.
50 Cregor and Hewitt, (2011), quoted in Scott, “Developing the Prison-to-School Pipeline,” 42.
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probability of arrest, conviction, and incarceration. This is the core process that creates the school-to-prison
pipeline [emphasis added].” I want to state here that though I am discussing the carceral as it relates
to the college writing classroom, much of the student population that I teach attended public K-12
schools, and the impacts of that experience I would argue, is palpable in the college classroom.
Additionally, some of the disciplinary measures taken against students in the college classroom bears
resemblance to what one might see in K-12 schools. Finally, as I am currently teaching mostly Black
and brown students in the college classroom, some or most of whom attended public schools, their
experience is perhaps directly (but definitely peripherally) impacted by carceral rituals in schools.
For Scott, Black and brown students, as well as other students with marginalized identities,
were targeted for engaging in what was deemed unsatisfactory behavior and were disproportionately
punished. This process primes “underperforming” or “disruptive” students for a likely prolonged
engagement with the criminal justice system. Activist, scholar, and prison abolitionist Angela Davis
argued in her book Are Prisons Obsolete? that “the prison is considered an inevitable and permanent
feature of our social lives.”51 The U.S. prison system is the largest prison system in the world,
housing over 25% of the world’s entire prison population.52 The reliance by the state on disciplinary
powers to control urban and rural problems has implications beyond just the people put in
correctional facilities.53 The effects of the penal state has far reaching influence. The modern penal
system as it relates to Black people in the U.S. has its roots in post-slavery disciplinary projects.
According to sociology professor Alexandra Cox, “[r]econstruction-era forms of social control
arguably created the foundations for our contemporary systems of justice. Black Codes, chain gangs,
convict leasing, and the transmogrification of these institutions into the mass criminalization of

Davis, (2003) 9, quoted in Shana Agid et.al., “Introduction: Teaching Against the Prison Industrial Complex,” The
Radical Teacher, no. 88 (Summer 2010), 3: https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/radicalteacher.1.88.0003.
52 Meiners, (2011), quoted in DeWitt Scott, “Developing the Prison-to-School Pipeline,” 42.
53 Judah Schept et.al., “Building, Staffing, and Insulating: An Architecture of Criminological Complicity in the School-toPrison Pipeline,” Social Justice, 41, no. 4 (2014): 103, https://www.jstor.org/stable/24871277.
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African-Americans remain profoundly influential in our contemporary justice system.”54 Because
historically, Black people in the U.S. (and in the world generally) have existed outside of citizenship,
the steps taken to discipline them have generally been met with understanding. Cox contends that
“[a] number of scholars have pointed to the black ghetto resident, and in particular the unemployed
and young black person, as the socially constructed antithesis of the ideal neoliberal citizen [emphasis
added].”55 Because Black people are generally not seen as the “ideal neoliberal citizen,” Cox
continues, they do not often have access to the kinds of capital an authentic citizen would have, which
means their entry into a valid citizenship is typically prohibited. Cox argues that “[i]n the case of our
juvenile justice systems, it is most often children of color who have been barred by their social
position from acquiring these forms of capital.”56 This is worth addressing here, in a chapter about
ritual, because gaining an awareness of the penal rituals present in many of our educational spaces
helps us to understand the kinds of pedagogical rituals both instructors and students may
unconsciously practice in the classroom that are perhaps not as effective as we tell ourselves they
are. In other words, understanding the legacy of the penal as it relates to Black people can help us to
critique progress narratives that perhaps conveniently leave out important questions about access.
Facility with and access to privileged languages (like SAE) require resources, like money (to
get into “good” schools), connections (“knowing someone”—the “right” someone), and even time (to
study and practice—which poor, working-class, and even those with lower-middle incomes often do
not have). I argue that the focus on the writing of SAE in writing classes can be a feature of the
carceral in school when students are punished for not using or writing with it. According to
Ghanashyam Sharma, Professor of Rhetoric, “[composition] needs to acknowledge the different

Blackmon (2008) and Muhammad (2010), quoted in Alexandra Cox, “The Racialized Consequences of Neoliberal
Juvenile Justice Practices,” Social Justice, 41, no. 4 (2010): 24, https://www.jstor.org/stable/24871273.
55 Roberts and Mahtani (2010), quoted in Cox, “Racialized Consequences,” 25.
56 Cox, “Racialized Consequences,” 27.
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ways in which different users of English work the language differently.”57 Though I believe Sharma
is speaking specifically about the experience of international writers of English when he refers to
“different users of English,” non-white, U.S.-born speakers of English also “work” the language
differently when they use AAVE (African-American Vernacular English), English-based creole
languages, or Spanglish. Though I think many, if not most, of those involved in the field of Writing
Studies acknowledge that many of students they teach have and speak “home languages,” I also
think it is safe to say that many of us in the field also believe that one should write and use SAE in
the space of the classroom / institution. One of the reasons many believe this is because facility with
SAE is thought to help students (often poor, working-class, and / or non-white) to gain entrée into
more professionalized spaces, which would mean higher-paying jobs and increased social mobility.
According to researcher Sarah D’Eloia,
[Students’] decision to enter college and their perseverance in pursuing their degrees
indicate a desire to participate in mainstream American culture, of which the standard
written dialect is clearly a major component. To refuse or to fail to offer students the
language competencies necessary for them to hold themselves forth as educated
Americans is to deceive them about what they have obtained in their struggle to complete their
educations and to deceive them about their economic and social prospects afterwards [emphasis
added].58
The quote I reference above was in a journal article published in 1975—I believe the thinking on
how much SAE helps “students in need” regarding their “economic and social prospects” has
evolved (and the paternalistic tone used to refer to “students in need” has hopefully been, to some
degree, phased out)—but there still exists a desire to believe that the use of SAE by students will
make any future success easier. This may well be true, but knowledge / use of SAE does not
mitigate racism, xenophobia, or classicism—all barriers to accessing the capital one needs to

Young, quoted in Ghanashyam Sharma, “Rethinking Language and Writing in Composition,” JAC, 29, no. 1/2 (2009):
254, https://www.jstor.org/stable/20866895.
58 Sarah D’Eloia, “Teaching Standard Written English,” Journal of Basic Writing, 1, no. 1 (1975): 9, doi: 10.37514/JBWJ.1975.1.1.02.
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“succeed.” Some teachers and compositionists argue that Black students need to use SAE and other
“practical” tools for success outside of the classroom59 (and students themselves understand that
these things are useful / necessary)—obviously, this request is a valid one and clearly, access to
privileged languages is deeply useful. (Also, though, if we keep saying the use of SAE is “necessary”
and “important,” aren’t we reifying its salience? The only way the necessity of this conversation gets
disrupted is if we change our choice to center it. Finally, it is fully possible that some students will
not end up using SAE to the extent that we tend to project because the rules of language change—
for example, the constant use of internet language in various contexts, not just the online space, is
ubiquitous now.) Teaching or requiring the use of SAE in the writing classroom is perhaps not in
itself oppressive. What can be harmful is, again, punishing students who may not use SAE with
facility. Though being part of the academic institution necessarily means participating in the making
of The Neoliberal Citizen, we should, as instructors and administrators, be confronted with the fact
that our desire to “help” our students “become” in the classroom is, in part, rooted in a demand on
the part of the state to undo those who cannot access the capital in order to be. Perhaps the least we
can do is present to our students the reality of this and have them explore, to the extent that they
can, a kind of possibility; an, albeit limited, choice.60
In my experience, my practice of vulnerability has been met with resistance from people who
deem this performance “unprofessional,” mostly because it will challenge my role of authority in the
classroom—which, while in some ways it might feel true because of my positionality, is ultimately

Besides being written about extensively in composition spaces, conversations about teaching (and sometimes
advocating for) SAE grammar in college writing courses comes up a lot in various spaces I exist in, including the
classroom, the teacher’s lounge, workshops, and even more informal spaces.
60 I invite us to create sites of vulnerability in the classroom, where we try our best to extricate ourselves from the most
insidious parts of the carceral process in the classroom. I hope that many of us are drawn to teaching writing because in
writing, there is a possibility for imagining something outside of ourselves. If there is something that draws us to the
classroom that is tied to something expansive and generative, I have convinced myself that that can somehow help us,
not to revolutionize or deeply restructure the classroom, but to simply make more space for rituals rooted in
vulnerability and comfort in the classroom as a way to confront the rituals of carcerality in the classroom.
59

128

untrue because I still have a lot of privilege in the classroom as an instructor—or “soft.” I think that
the ritual practice of vulnerability and softness poses a challenge to the carceral nature of the
institution. In an article titled “Evolution Without Progress? Humanitarianism in a World of Hurt,”
professor and political scientist Michael N. Barnett argues that “[n]o environment is so totalizing that
it completely eliminates the capacity for critical reflection, strategic and manipulative behavior, and ethical agency
[emphasis added].”61 Power relations are defined very starkly in traditional educational spaces, and
though there is nothing one can do to upset that dynamic, as Barnett argues, “ethical agency” is not
completely precluded for instructors and administrators. Both students and instructors can (and do)
participate in “strategic and manipulative behavior,” though perhaps to different ends. The
“manipulative behaviors” that some students engage in that “disrupt” the classroom are sometimes
performances of resistance to dynamics in the classroom they see as inaccessible, unjust, unfair, or
oppressive. Sometimes these performances require disciplinary62 intervention from the outside.
Though I cannot speak for the party I have referred to previously regarding their behavior, I do
wonder if the party involved was reacting to the ritual I was performing because they understood the
reality of the educational institution—a space where Economic and Social Progress is built. And
here I am, with a soft voice and soft music trying to…do what exactly? American Studies scholar
Xine Yao asks in her book, Disaffected: The Cultural Politics of Unfeeling in Nineteenth-Century America:
“[W]hat we can apprehend if we stay with the negativity of unfeeling and suspend its rehabilitation
[?]”63 Yao proposes a definitive refusal of feelings as a performance of resistance in the academy. As
a woman of color, she argues, “[she] find[s] that sometimes the performance of being unaffected is the form
of resistance that enables the immediate safety of people like me and denies aggressors the satisfaction of seeing

Michael Barnett, “Evolution without Progress? Humanitarianism in a World of Hurt,” International Organization, 63, no.
4 (Fall 2009): 657, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40345951.
62 Disciplinary…corrective…these words are ones we use in order to “tamp down.” I imagine interventions that can do
something else.
63 Xine Yao, Disaffected: The Cultural Politics of Unfeeling in Nineteenth-Century America (Duke University Press, 2021), 3.
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our affectability [emphasis added].”64 I mention Yao here because she offers a legitimate critique of
affect and its perceived capabilities. “Within the biopolitics of feeling,” she writes, “the perception of
inappropriate, diminished, or even absent affects by the marginalized are vilified because these affective modes
of turning away challenge the engulfing dynamics of agency, causation, and circulation that are
braided into the discourse of universal affect as the expressive marker of the human [emphasis added].”65
Because the expression of feeling is an indicator of “humanness,” lack of it is associated with the
inhuman—a marker often associated with people who are non-white. When analyzing the novel,
Autobiography of My Mother, by writer Jamaica Kincaid, scholar Jack Halberstam writes that Kincaid’s
work “[commits] to a kind of negative life” because the protagonist of the novel, a “colonized
subject,” “refuses purpose” and embodies Frantz Fanon’s understanding of refusal as a rejection of the roles the
“colonial project” requires of its subjects.66 The refusal to perform affect that Yao describes results in a
kind of illegibility for its practitioners, which Halberstam understands as a way to move away from
the “condition of manipulation.”67 Both Yao and Halberstam interrupt my understanding of the
impact of centering affect in the institution, and it is an important intervention, especially as it relates
to BIPOC and queer faculty and students, who may feel they must perform affectability to be seen
as “human” and / or to reduce the harm they may face.
Vulnerability can come at a cost, Yao argues, particularly for BIPOC in majority-white
spaces. And, because unfeeling is seen as not-human, perhaps unfeeling can act as a shield against
the violence that BIPOC people often face in institutions—after all, BIPOC people have often
existed outside the bounds of humanity as it is. As an instructor and someone with some amount of
power in the classroom, by performing feeling, I am also asking students (mostly Black and brown

Yao, Disaffected, 208.
Ibid., 33.
66 Jack Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Duke University Press, 2011), 132.
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students) to perform feeling and to practice vulnerability in a public space. This is a big ask, and I
should expect performances of refusal on the part of students, who are being asked to perform
feeling in an unknown territory with someone (often with more privilege) they do not know. Often,
the major area of power they have in the space of the classroom is to refuse.
Psyche A. Williams-Forson, author of Building Houses Out of Chicken Legs: Black Women, Food
and Power writes that “[p]ower relations are not simply something that the ‘elite dole out or exercise
over an acquiescent subservient.’ Rather, power is heterogeneous in nature, not limited to a single area of society
[my emphasis]…power can be about defining oneself through exploration and can be fun!”68
Sometimes expressions of power come from places we do not expect, from people we believe
should simply be working toward Economic and Social Progress. Sometimes this expression of
power hurts our feelings or makes us feel vulnerable. But—students are coming into the classroom
vulnerable to the process of the entire institution. “Endemic in the structure of capitalism is the
perpetuation of class hierarchies that, more often than not, suffocate the potential of the most
vulnerable in our culture or the ones who are deemed disposable and unworthy,”69 write scholars
Maisha T. Winn and Stephanie S. Franklin. They also argue that “[g]enerally, the face of the
vulnerable and disposable is women and girls, especially those of us who are of color.”70 Too often
when talking about how the U.S. penal system punishes people of African descent, by default, we
refer to men of African descent. Black people of all genders bear the brunt of the punitive measures often
taken by the penal system. Black girls bear the brunt of the punitive measures often taken by the
penal system. And their experience is often silenced to make space for other often unheard people

Psyche A. Williams-Forson, Building Houses Out of Chicken Legs: Black Women, Food and Power (University of North
Carolina Press, 2006), 6.
69 Maisha T. Winn and Stephanie S. Franklin, “Emerging from Our Silos: Coalition Building for Black Girls,”
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to be listened to. I’m saying that performances of resistance practiced by students in the classroom
can be related to feelings of erasure.
It makes sense to say here too that we as instructors will not always know what our students
want, for various reasons. In the article “The Problematic of Experience: Redefining Critical Work
in Ethnography and Pedagogy,” scholars Min-Zhan Lu and Bruce Horner argue that
One challenge facing critical pedagogy is…how to make visible the social materiality
of the desires and needs students (and teachers) experience. A related challenge is
how to articulate and shape experience, and to what ends, when teaching and
researching. For example, how might teachers and student grasp what students want
without the teacher prescribing what students “really” want or should want?71
We might consider the model that teacher-activists set in the Sea Island Citizenship Schools and
Mississippi Freedom Summer here—letting students dictate the direction of the course and
following their lead; “winding our pedagogical goals around” those of the students, as Bernice
Robinson might say. There is also the possibility that students might not trust that their desires will
be addressed in the classroom, so they do not vocalize them. Being clear with oneself and students
about limitations (regarding content, time, emotional capacity / bandwidth, etc.) can ground the
course in a certain way and might make it easier for participants to think about what is possible in
that space at that specific point and time.
The process of living in an injured place is not new for many of us. Taking our habits seriously,
the ones that bring us joy and comfort, and practicing them regularly in these harmed spaces, can
help us better spend time in these places, can help us to better cope with the history of these places.
To help us ground down and feel sure, because we gain a better understanding of ourselves, our
dreams, which help us to feel secure. This is what you can ask for in these hurt rooms, these pained
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auditoriums. Developing new habits while in these spaces can be an immediate way to feel security.
To feel secure is a basic human need. And while instructors and administrators cannot ensure that
students feel secure (for various reasons), I think trying to is necessary. The process of feeling secure
in these rooms is worth working on—I think this can be a part of a writing assignment: “How can
you feel more secure in the space of this classroom?” “What are themes / tropes that come to mind
when thinking about this room?” We are all on injured ground—let us tread carefully; it is the least
we can do.
Making space for refusal in this exploration of affect is also important here. Halberstam
contends that practicing “illegibility” by failing to perform purposefulness may act as a way to re-form our
relationships with disciplinarity in the university and beyond. Practicing illegibility via embracing
purposelessness can make space for “new rationales for knowledge production, different aesthetic
standards for ordering or disordering space, [and] other modes of political engagement than those
conjured by the liberal imagination.”72 Halberstam also writes that disciplinarity suppresses dissent and
reproduces itself; it “reward[s] and punish[es].”73 I am thinking of disciplinarity here as a process of
cordoning off, a space of strict specialization; a body of non-porous containers that require
significant credentials to enter into them. I write a bit about failure in the first chapter, and I believe
that making space for the performance of affect in one’s pedagogy can also make space for failure
(and, in fact, to me it makes sense that it would, as failure can be experienced as a state of pain or
sadness, although it may also be experienced as neutral), and that it should. One of the ways I
believe I can use affectability to talk back to disciplinarity is to carve out spaces for
“purposelessness” in the classroom—via, for example, non-punitive attendance policies and flexible
assignment submission dates (I will discuss these types of policies in depth in this work’s final
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chapter) but also via spaces of negotiation between instructor and student in the classroom. Our
refusal as instructors to perpetuate the suppressive force of disciplinarity by rejecting punitive course
policy as often as we can (again, this will be discussed in detail in the following chapter) by, perhaps,
practicing affectability with students (and amongst ourselves as faculty) when we can is one of the ways
we can do what Halberstam describes: engaging other kinds of knowledge production (knowledge
that is more porous, shareable, and accessible) outside of the ones permitted by disciplinarity.
Yao asks us to “rethink the ongoing racial and sexual politics of unfeeling not as oppression
from above but as a tactic from below [emphasis added].”74 The “tactics from below” that students
perform should be understood as an opportunity to make clearer your pedagogical goals as an
instructor; it is also an opportunity to understand that developing grounding pedagogical rituals (as a
counter to carceral ones) requires a structural re-orientation on the part of students. Asking students
to “trust” the rituals and their aims, as well as the instructor performing them, is also often asking
students to think of themselves as participants in a different kind of classroom community. Making
space for this kind of re-orientation while also acknowledging that this shift may not come (or is
actively being refused on the part of students, which is valid and should not be punished) is
necessary in our ritual practice. This re-orientation is, in fact, often an adjustment to pedagogy that moves
away from the bounds of disciplinarity. Though it can be argued that students do engage “purposelessness”
when they refuse affectability (like, for instance, ritual work), it may not always be understood by the
student as such. This is again, why being clear about one’s pedagogical goals with one’s students as
an instructor is essential, so that students can make decisions about how or if they want to engage with
affectability in the classroom and how affective work can help support the work of refusal they might choose to
practice. It is also important to understand, as an instructor, that students may choose affectability in
some moments and refuse it in others (this is, in fact, what I had to understand as I worked with the
74
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party that was engaging in refusal) —but the kind of affective pedagogical work I invite us to engage
should allow for purposelessness and failure and in fact understand it as part of a process of undisciplinarity.
In this chapter, I wanted to frame ritual distinctly as a kind of habit. Ritual can help the
inhabitants (instructor, students) of an injured space (the classroom, the university) to feel more
secure in it. Though I experienced resistance to this practice, I have also experienced gratitude on
the part of other students who were a part of my ritual practice. I feel that an evolving ritual practice,
one where I am more responsive and understanding concerning the needs of my students in that
immediate space and time, would be the most generative. Though I frame rituals as positive
regarding writing classroom practice, I also wanted to underscore the fact that rituals, both neutral
and negative, already exist in the spaces we teach and learn in. We are competing with and implicated in
rituals, some of which can harm our students. I am introducing a ritual practice here that actively
works to question the harmful carceral rituals students and instructors may or may not consciously
recognize in the space of the classroom (and university). In the final chapter, I will talk about how
the concept of crafthood might help us to imagine a new kind of writing course.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Craft Work in Motion: The Writing Workshop as a Site
of Black Rhetorical Praxis
Situating this Work in the Orbit of Writing Studies
Many of my peers grapple with how we might practice
all that was
taken
from me
is still here.
-root | immortal

pedagogy rooted in care and the anti-carceral while still understanding
that the content we teach is being produced in an institution and
mostly requires that students perform professionalization via “good”

-Nayirrah Waheed, Salt

(usually in-person) attendance, consistent content output and
production (“well-written” essays and assignments), and via “appropriate” behavior and language
(think: the use of SAE). I hope to show that we can and should examine the environment of the writing
classroom and how this space presents itself to students, particularly for those whose performance
of writing is generally understood as “basic” or “underdeveloped” by the academy, because this
point of view allows us to develop ways to expand while in the space of the often-constricting
classroom. I am underscoring a struggle in this chapter that many instructors face around evaluating
student work in the classroom: What kind of work (produced by students) gets celebrated and what work gets
criticized? What dominant stories must we maintain as instructors and administrators to uphold specific notions of
attainment / achievement in the classroom? I realize that these kinds of questions may seem overworn or
even downright simple to some, but these are the questions peers and instructors are working
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through1—folks who are currently teaching in the classroom. (I explore ways to think through these
sorts of questions in the original workshops I have developed on the following page.) While this
project is in conversation with prevalent themes in Writing Studies—like the impact of neoliberalism and its associated policies in the college writing classroom (and the administration) and
grappling with the racialized primacy (and power) of languages like SAE in the classroom, it is also in
conversation with anyone who is teaching, or writing, for that matter. Perhaps, therefore, I feel that
this work is of Writing Studies but is perhaps not fully in it—writing in it (as a college writing
instructor) and to it (as a scholar), but also to everyone else. In this chapter, I mean to explore
writing, via the development of the workshop, as a way we perform closeness and community, or craft, in
the classroom (and beyond) as part of a process of acknowledgement in the college writing
classroom, which incorporates an examination of the role of austerity in the field of Writing Studies
(and the administration associated with it) and the negative impacts of centering standardized
languages in the classroom.
The sections that follow in this chapter are central themes (each elaborated on in the form of
an original writing workshop) embodied in my configuration of crafthood, a process of creating
done in community with others:
o the notion of “acknowledgement,”
o the process of responding to features of injured spaces (or barriers) that prevent our
expansion as learners and instructors, and
o the practice of community-based writing.

I am speaking from my experience as a fellow at the Teaching and Learning Center at the Graduate Center, CUNY, as
well as a graduate student instructor.
1

137

One of the ways we can “respond to injury” as instructors, administrators, and students, is
via pedagogical undertakings (like workshops, course policies, organizing among faculty, etc.) that
recognize the damaging actions taken by the state often against marginalized bodies in the name of,
often, capital gain. When we respond to injury, we bring to the surface the terror and trauma
experienced by those who are harmed and have been harmed and is necessary for inhabiting injured
spaces with intentionality. An important note that while acknowledgement creates a space for us to
be in a position to undertake notions of harm in a particular place, the process of responding to injury
takes the second step of organizing our response to said harms via praxis. Finally, community-based writing
is a possible outgrowth of a collective metabolization of both acknowledgement and harm-response
in the space of the writing classroom and the academy at large.

Crafting as Acknowledgement (Agenda) (length: 1 hr. 30 min)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Block 1: “Writing Memory” activity + discussion (12 min)
Block 2: Close Reading Quotes activity + discussion (30 min)
Block 3: Syllabus Analysis activity + discussion (35 min)
Reflection Essay (10 min)
Resources / Wrap-Up (3 min)

1. Block one:
Draw or describe (by writing) classroom writing “rule” you’ve encountered.
PROMPTS:
-

How did you feel about this rule?

-

Was there a punishment for not following the rule?

-

Do you feel the rule helped you become a “better” writer? If so, how? 5 min to write /
draw, 7 min to discuss
There is no obligation to share your drawings or discuss them. If there is silence in the group,
this is completely acceptable. J

2. Block 2:
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Choose a pair of quotes to analyze. Take five (5) min to read the quotes, ten (10) minutes to
answer one (1) or two (2) questions about them, and fifteen (15) minutes to discuss.
Possible Questions to Ask (feel free to develop your own questions):
-

Discuss the language, imagery and tone of the text.

-

What does each pair of quotes say about pedagogy /teaching?

-

How are notions of civic participation tied up in education, especially higher ed.?
Quotes:
A: “Why, we might ask, do we have such a strong desire to talk about schooling as though it
didn't have to be schooling, a disciplinary process? I have started one answer-it is part of a
general desire to erase the past and its traces from the present.”2
A2: “…mainstream society’s ideas about the main functions of writing: 1) that schoolsanctioned writing should serve only the purpose of communication—the production of
correct, clear, and well-organized prose for a variety of audiences and purposes; 2) that
school- sanctioned writing should serve fundamental needs in our society by producing
literate individuals who are able to adhere to correct business formats and conventions; and
3) that writing should serve to test (rather than discover) knowledge and can, for this purpose,
be neatly packaged as a formula, ready for inspection.”3
B: “The desire for a classroom free from the past is an expression of the desire for presence
or transcendence, for a common language, free from jargon and bias, free from evasion and
fear; for a language rooted in common sense rather than special sense, a language that
renders (makes present) rather than explains (makes distant). It is a desire with a particularly
American inflection and a particular resonance at a moment in the academy when it has
become harder and harder to cast any story, let alone the story of education, in a setting that
is free, Edenic or Utopian.”4
B2: “Citizenship, the materialization of liberal democracy, is a juridical-normative system. It
is a status, defined by laws, rights and minimal obligations (Marshall 1964) as well as
normative, in that cultural norms organize how citizens perceive others as friends or
enemies, who counts as full members and who are excluded at the margins of society
(Young 1990; Alexander 1992). The normative dimensions of citizenship are illustrated in
the debates over bloodlines, entitlement, and whose contributions are legitimate.”5
C: “If our goal is to make a writer aware of the forces at play in the production of
knowledge, we need to highlight the classroom as a substation-as a real space, not as an
idealized utopian space. There is no better way to investigate the transmission of power,

David Bartholomae, “Writing with Teachers: A Conversation with Peter Elbow,” College Composition and Communication,
14.1 (1995), 68.
3 Julie Kearney, “Writing as an Altered State of Consciousness: Process, Pedagogy, and Spirituality,” JAEPL, 16 (20102011), 67.
4 Bartholomae, “Writing with Teachers,” 64.
5 Randolph Hohle, “The Body and Citizenship in Social Movement Research: Embodied Performances and the
Deracialized Self in the Black Civil Rights Movement,” The Sociological Quarterly, 50.2 (2009), 285.
2
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tradition and authority than by asking students to do what academics do: work with the past,
with key texts (we have been teaching Emerson, Rich, Simon Frith on rock and roll);
working with other’s terms (key terms from Rich, like ‘patriarchy,’ for example); struggling
with the problems of quotation, citation and paraphrase, where one version of a student's
relationship to the past is represented by how and where he quotes Rich (does he follow the
block quotation with commentary of his own? can Rich do more than ‘support’ an
argument, can a student argue with Rich’s words, use them as a point to push off from?).”6
C2: “Freewriting, private writing, blogging, journal keeping, unstructured writing, and
associational writing are all pedagogical strategies that help to discourage correctness anxiety
and easily support destabilization of Positive Feedback.”7
D: “‘To the university I’ll steal, and there I’ll steal,’ to borrow from Pistol at the end of
Henry V, as he would surely borrow from us. This is the only possible relationship to the
American university today. This may be true of universities everywhere. It may have to be
true of the university in general. But certainly, this much is true in the United States: it
cannot be denied that the university is a place of refuge, and it cannot be accepted that the
university is a place of enlightenment. In the face of these conditions one can only sneak
into the university and steal what one can. To abuse its hospitality, to spite its mission, to
join its refugee colony, its gypsy encampment, to be in but not of – this is the path of the
subversive intellectual in the modern university.8
D2: “Never being on the right side of the Atlantic is an unsettled feeling, the feeling of a
thing that unsettles with others. It’s a feeling, if you ride with it, that produces a certain
distance from the settled, from those who determine themselves in space and time, who
locate themselves in a determined history. To have been shipped is to have been moved by
others, with others. It is to feel at home with the homeless, at ease with the fugitive, at peace
with the pursued, at rest with the ones who consent not to be one.”9
3. Block 3:
A. Take out / pull up a current syllabus you’ve developed. Annotate it and close-read it.
After doing this, answer the questions below. Take 10 min to complete.
-

What stories is your syllabus telling about the “ideal student-citizen”? Are these messages
helpful or generative for your students? Why or why not?
Describe the tone of your syllabus. How might you describe the language used in it?
Are there particular syllabus rules / policies that might disproportionally affect certain
students in your class? If so, what are they?
B. Develop a document that talks back to your syllabus. Use whatever medium you like. You
can draw, do collage, or develop a narrative response. Take 25 min to complete (this
activity you might like to continue outside of this workshop).

Bartholomae, “Writing with Teachers,” 66.
Kearney, “Writing as an Altered State of Consciousness,” 72.
8 Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning & Black Study (Minor Compositions, 2013), 26.
9 Ibid., 97.
6
7
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C. Ask your students to complete steps A and B above for an assignment.
4. Reflection Essay / 10 min
x What’s one thing that felt confronting or challenging?
x What are you motivated to practice / implement after this workshop?
5. Resources + Additional Reading10
In this first block in this workshop, I wanted to foreground the idea that there are implicit
messages we receive about “real” or “proper” writing. Asking participants to reflect on a past
memory links them to the feeling of being told a “rule” about writing; also, this activity helps
instructors better identify with the possible concerns of their students. If one can tie an idea to a
particular moment in one’s life, it is more likely that they can identify it when it reappears (perhaps
among their students). I also think the option of drawing can connect some more deeply with their
feelings about the event they are attempting to recall—it is, additionally, simply another path into
exploring an idea. Finally, thinking about writing “rules” is an acknowledgement that there are barriers
to entry in the writing space (the classroom), which can have a negative impact on students. Perhaps
some might argue that these “rules” are an expression of rigor, but the very notion of rigor is
troublesome as well. Firstly, rigor is relative. What is “rigorous” to one may not be rigorous at all to
another. Also, rigor can be tied, in my view, to the punitive in that if a student does not meet the
standards of “rigor,” their grades, confidence, and class status can be affected. I am always more
interested in engagement among students than in whether they completely carried out a concept I
deemed essential or interesting for say, the first essay assignment. Inviting students to sit with the
notion that they are creators of a thing—or, if you like, participants in the development of a thing—in the
writing classroom is a perpetually interesting prospect to me as an instructor.
Here I typically would include resources I’ve cited in the workshop and / or any additional activities, but for our
purposes here, this section will serve as an expository space where I expound on the concepts and ideas included in the
workshop above.
10
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In the second block, I ask participants to choose a pair of quotes to put into conversation
with one another. The first block pairs a David Bartholomae11 quote with a quote from Julie
Kearney.12 Bartholomae ponders why we (the teaching community) act as if “schooling” is not a
“disciplinary process.” Kearney discusses the common ends of the teaching of writing: developing
“clear,” “concise” writing; contributing to the development of the “good citizen” (to again borrow
from Amy J. Wan—see chapter two of this work); and to measure knowledge. I paired these quotes
because it seems they are talking about the same idea but coming at it from two different
perspectives. Bartholomae seems to be arguing that the lack of honesty around the nature of
“schooling” forecloses our ability to look at the past. Kearney, on the other hand, is pointing out the
conventions of academic writing with a seemingly critical eye. I chose these quotes to encourage
participants to think through what their assumptions about academic writing and academia in
general are. It is, again, important to think through these things as a kind of acknowledgement.
The second pair of quotes both, in my view, touch on history and education. In the first quote,
Bartholomae, in the same article, laments the idea that a classroom “free from the past” is nothing
but a utopian and American idea. Based on this quote, it seems Bartholomae is critiquing the notion
that we can exist in a context-free classroom (society), which I agree with. I also think that it is
notable that Bartholomae describes the impetus to ignore the past as distinctly American (look at the
headlines re: critical race theory to see his argument play out). It seems, however, that Bartholomae
is content to point out that we cannot (and should not) run away from history in the classroom
space but continue to apply academic conventions regarding, say, assessment, as usual. (If this is the
case, this is where Bartholomae and I diverge.) In the second quote, sociology professor Randolph
Hohle talks about how citizenship is tied to the legal / judicial system and how questions of human

11
12

Professor of Composition Studies.
Scholar of Composition and Rhetoric.
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legitimacy are intertwined with our notions of citizenship. I think that the anesthetized classroom
(the classroom that Bartholomae rejects) can serve as a space where citizenship (or “proper”
participation in society) is seen as either a neutral or strictly positive thing, but Hohle is arguing here
that citizenship is anything but neutral or strictly positive.
The third pair of quotes are again authored by Bartholomae and Kearney. Bartholomae
contends that we can use the texts we assign in the classroom (as instructors) to highlight “the forces
at play in the production of knowledge”—and, to an extent, I believe that yes, of course we can do
that. I also believe, however, that our commitment to interrogating the conventions of the academy
should show up in course policy, directives and feedback, documents, activities, and other studentinstructor interactions. How might these things carry out the most punitive impulses of the
academy? Kearney discusses how different types of writing can disrupt the transactional nature of
feedback. I think the way these two quotes interact can help participants to think through how they
create course content and what that content is in service of.
The final pair of quotes are authored by professors Stefano Harney and Fred Moten who cowrote The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black Study in 2013. I chose these quotes for this
workshop on acknowledgment because “acknowledgement” in the U.S.13 can begin with the notion
of theft, with never being on the “right side of the Atlantic.” In the article “Developing a Relational
Scholarly Practice: Snakes, Dreams, and Grandmothers,” the author, Andrea Riley-Mukavetz, writes
that “land recognition” (or acknowledgement) can act as a form of “communal memory.”14
Colonialism impacted the land via the development of progress narratives and industrialization,
which affected all the generations who came after. Riley-Mukavetz invites us to recognize how the
coloniality of the past and present-day “para-coloniality” affects how we write and how the history

An ultimate acknowledgment can begin with a meditation on the implications of the “discovery” of the “New World.”
Leanne Betamosake Simpson, quoted in Andrea Riley-Mukavetz, “Developing a Relational Scholarly Practice: Snakes,
Dreams, and Grandmothers,” College Composition and Communication 71, no. 4 (2020), 548.
13
14
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of land theft (and the projects developed after the theft) colors the way we understand rhetoricity—
what (or who) counts as “readable” and what gets written.15
I typically see the third block as a culmination of the first two activities. Usually, I ask
participants to put the concepts we have examined in the first two blocks into practice during the
third one. Because the syllabus is often the first document students come into contact with in an
instructor’s course, I ask the participants to look at their syllabus. Considering the concepts they
have explored during the first two blocks, is there anything about their syllabus construction process
they might feel called to re-examine? The syllabus can be constructed as a document of
acknowledgment—an acknowledgement of the student population and their levels of accessibility; an
acknowledgment of punitive department policy; and an acknowledgement of the performance of
citizenship and rigor.
Finally, the reflection essay gives participants time to reflect on their feelings about the
workshop. It can also give the facilitator information on successful workshop sections and areas that
may need further development.

“Responding to Injury”: Breaking Down Boundaries Around the Writing Process
(Agenda) (length: 1 hr. 30 min)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Block 1: “Instruction Writing” activity + discussion (17 min)
Block 2: Close Reading Quotes activity + discussion (35 min)
Block 3: Accessibility Reflection activity + discussion (25 min)
Reflection Essay (10 min)
Resources / Wrap-Up (3 min)

1. Block one:
Draw or describe an inaccessible writing assignment you received.
PROMPTS:

15

Riley-Mukavetz, “Developing a Relational Scholarly Practice,” 562.
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-

Describe the language of the writing assignment.

-

What was inaccessible about the instruction?

-

How could have the writing assignment been clearer / accessible?

-

How did the language of the writing assignment directive act as a barrier to your writing
process? 5 min to write / draw, 12 min to discuss
There is no obligation to share your drawings or discuss them. If there is silence in the group,
this is completely acceptable. J

2. Block 2:
Choose a pair of quotes to analyze. Take five (5) min to read the quotes, fifteen (15) minutes
to answer one (1) or two (2) questions about them, and fifteen (15) minutes to
discuss.
Possible Questions to Ask (feel free to develop your own questions):
-

Discuss the POV of the text.

-

What does each pair of quotes say about the notion of discipline / punishment in the
classroom?

-

How is “the body” / embodiment examined in these quotes?

-

What role does language and writing play in how we view others (according to the quotes)?

-

Are there links between the legibility of the body and the “ability” to write? If so, what are
they?
Quotes:
A: “The killing of Black bodies and spirits is an actual program, practiced by our culture, that
results in the ending of their physical life. This social death and social life is what structures the
micro interactions between Black students and their teachers that are situated within the
overall society.”16
A2: “I substitute taught at my old school regularly that year, and I got a reputation for being
strict and mean. I learned about my reputation from the librarian who had supervised the
yearbook staff that I was a member of just a few short years before. She shared this with me
as a kind of congratulations. Toward the end of the year, the principal even asked if I might
be interested in something more permanent. In this way, I was encouraged to take pride in
my ability to keep students in line, and to this day I still believe that I was applauded because
of my ability to discipline and intimidate more than my ability to teach.”17

Ebony Rose, “The Politics of Life and Death in the Schooling of Black Youth,” Black History Bulletin, 79.2 (2016), 27.
Lesley Erin Bartlett, “Performance and the Possible: Embodiment, Privilege, and the Politics of Teaching Writing,”
JAEPL, 23 (2017-2018), 105.
16
17
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B: “These racialized Black bodies are ejected from the active life of the citizen subject—a
body that ironically is forced to survive as a social corpse, neither inside nor outside our
democratic society. Therefore, ejection of Black bodies from schooling allows them to be
stored in surplus to be used later for prison labor, low-wage menial labor work, or as soldiers
in the military-industrial complex.”18
B2: “Furthermore, the increased presence of non-normative bodies in university settings
does not necessarily indicate that the habitual scripts are changing along with the
demographics. Many teachers, then, find themselves in the difficult position of trying to
enact an ‘appropriate’ pedagogical performance with a body that is read, consciously or not,
as ‘inappropriate’ in academic contexts. This knee-jerk reading is one of the reasons why
viewing teaching and writing as performance is so crucial. A performance lens invites, if not
requires, teachers and students to question assumptions about non-normative bodies in
academic contexts and beyond.”19
C: The 2020 CCCC Special Committee on Composing a CCCC Statement on Anti-Black
Racism and Black Linguistic Justice, Or, Why We Can’t Breathe! contends that
[t]he language of Black students has been monitored, dismissed, demonized—and
taught from the positioning that using standard English and academic language
means success. Since these terms’ early inception, schools have upheld linguistic
ideologies that continue to marginalize Black students. Socially constructed terms like
academic language and standard English are rooted in white supremacy, whiteness,
and anti-Blackness and contribute to anti-Black policies (e.g., English only) that are
codified and enacted to privilege white linguistic and cultural norms while deeming
Black Language inferior.20
C2: “According to researcher Sarah D’Eloia [this was written in 1975 for context],
[Students’] decision to enter college and their perseverance in pursuing their degrees indicate
a desire to participate in mainstream American culture, of which the standard written dialect is
clearly a major component. To refuse or to fail to offer students the language competencies
necessary for them to hold themselves forth as educated Americans is to deceive them about what
they have obtained in their struggle to complete their educations and to deceive them about their economic and
social prospects afterwards [emphasis added].21
D: “Currently, ideologies of democracy, nationalism, and multiculturalism are key to racial
capitalist processes of spatial and social differentiation that truncate relationality for capital
accumulation. The first and second differentiate people into individuals and citizens whose
collective existence is reduced officially to a narrow domain of the political beset by an
economic sovereignty that increasingly restructures the domain of “democratic
participation” according to neoliberal logics of privatization, transactability, and profit. The
Rose, “The Politics of Life and Death,” 27.
Bartlett, “Performance and the Possible,” 110.
20 “This Ain’t Another Statement! This is a DEMAND for Black Linguistic Justice!” CCCC, last modified July 2020,
https://cccc.ncte.org/cccc/demand-for-black-linguistic-justice.
21 D’Eloia, “Teaching Standard Written English,” 9.
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third minoritizes, homogenizes, and constitutes groups as separate through single (or serial)
axes of recognition (or oppression), repels accountability to ongoing settler colonialism, and
uses identitarianism to obscure shifting differentials of power and unstable social relations.
All three impose a forgetting of interconnections, of viable relations, and of performances of
collectivity that might nurture greater social wholeness, but are deactivated for capital
accumulation and state management.”22
D2: “Governance is the putting to work of democracy. When representation becomes the
obligation of all, when politics becomes the work of all, democracy is labored. No longer can
democracy promise the return of something lost in the workplace, but rather becomes itself
an extension of the workplace. And even democracy cannot contain governance, but is only
a tool in its box. Governance is always generated, always organic to any situation.
Democracy sits badly in many situations, and must be worked at, made to appear as natural
as governance, made to serve governance.”23
3. Block 3:
A. What do you think of when you think about “accessibility”? Take 5 min to write down
keywords. After you make the list of keywords, think about your course assignment
guideline language. Is your language / writing accessible?
B. What presumptions, if any, are you making about the access to digital writing tools your
students have? How have your presumptions affected the development of assignment
guidelines and directives? How have they impacted your students’ ability to produce
work, if at all? Take 5 min to reflect on this. Discuss A + B as group for 15 min.
C. Further reflection: Develop an assignment guideline that requires three phases of writing
resources—assignment A with the least number of resources required (perhaps an
“analog” assignment); assignment B that requires a moderate amount of access (perhaps
a computer with internet access) and an assignment (assignment C) that requires the
most resources: time, digital writing tools, perhaps travel). Upon completion, think about
how these assignments interact with one another and how they might affect the ability of
your students to complete them.
4. Reflection Essay / 10 min
x What’s one thing that felt confronting or challenging?
x What are you motivated to practice / implement after this workshop?
5. Resources + Additional Reading

22
23

Jodi Melamed, “Racial Capitalism,” Critical Ethnic Studies, 1.1 (2015), 79.
Harney and Moten, The Undercommons, 56.
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Like the first workshop’s opening block, I wanted participants to access a memory they
themselves had around inaccessible assignment instructions. “Inaccessibility” could be tied to, for
example, the language of the assignment or the kind / number of resources required to complete the
assignment. Hopefully, by examining the constructs of assignment instructions, we can begin to
identify how the process of writing can be closed off for students.
The quotes I include in the second block address the links between Blackness, punishment, and
language. The reason I chose these quotes is to underscore the historical relationship Blackness has
with the classroom (institution / state). If, as educational policy scholar Ebony Rose argues in
quotes A and B that Black people are “ejected from the active life of the citizen-subject” (by virtue of
their Blackness—see scholars in Afro-pessimism who argue this point, like Saidiya Hartman and Frank
Wilderson), this necessarily must color, for Rose, the interactions between Black students and their
teachers, because the classroom is a society—and all the things that play out in larger society can and
do play out in the society of the classroom. So, to turn to Bartholomae again, the classroom cannot
be evacuated from the current social and political context—which means that Black students, who
are Black people – are in the hold of the classroom—to invoke Harney and Moten here—just as they
would be in the hold of larger society. Rose goes on to argue in quote B that due to racial capitalism,
Black bodies (Rose uses the term “bodies” instead of “people,” I think, to push the point that Black
people exist outside citizenship in the U.S.) get “ejected” from school (due often to “disciplinary”
reasons) and then inducted into low-wage work, the military-industrial complex, and / or the prison
system.24 This, for English professor Jodi Melamed (quote D), is by design. Ideologies like
democracy, nationalism, and multiculturalism act in service to the needs of capital accumulation and

See: Moriah Balingit, “Racial Disparities in School Discipline are Growing, Federal Data Show,” The Washington Post,
April 24, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/racial-disparities-in-school-discipline-are-growingfederal-data-shows/2018/04/24/67b5d2b8-47e4-11e8-827e-190efaf1f1ee_story.html) and Eliza Shapiro, “Segregation
Has Been the Story of New York City’s Schools for 50 Years,” The New York Times, March 26, 2019,
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/26/nyregion/school-segregation-new-york.html.
24
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often obscure differentiation among groups as well as the ravages of setter-colonialism. As the
citizenry buys into these ideologies (for good reason), the insidious work of systems dedicated to
management and profit continues. Neo-liberalism also interacts with the ideologies Melamed
underscores. Neo-liberalism was conceived,25 according to Felicia Wong, CEO of the Roosevelt
Institute,26 at least in part to address the growing power of communism and Soviet political primacy.
Privatization “[saw] the free market as sacred”27 and was believed to be an essential practice in
combating what was accepted to be the constricting economic and political project of communism,
embodied in projects like “big government.” Politicians like Ronald Reagan championed the notion
of privatization as the answer to nearly all social ills. However, leaving things like healthcare,
education, and the “social safety net” to the private sector incentivizes corrupt practices on the part
of corporate leaders and actually guts public services (which is the point of a national privatization
policy, to be clear) that poor people and people with marginalized identities tend to
disproportionately rely on.
Privatization, for Wong, also means a focus on the individual at the expense of the
communal. So, not only do actual policies siphon citizens off from one another politically and
economically, they siphon us off in interpersonal ways, which affects how we relate to the people closest to
us in our lives and how we relate to ourselves. The programs and policies that come from the
proliferation of neo-liberal thought impact the field of Writing Studies as well. According to Tony
Scott, Associate Professor of Writing and Rhetoric at Syracuse University, “Neoliberalism’s reordering
of social relations and production and a diffused sense of common purpose is potentially leading to the
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fragmentation and dissolution of composition as a professional culture and field of scholarly praxis
[emphasis added].”28 Scott goes on to write that because of budget cuts to programs like
Composition-Rhetoric,29 the field has had to make themselves seem more officialized, more
production-focused. In the article “Contingent Labor, Writing Studies, and Writing About Writing,”
scholar Robert Samuels argues that while the actual act of writing can be worked to challenge
“standardized institutional hierarchies,” the need for more funding puts Composition departments
at odds with perhaps some of its native projects.30 Like Scott pointed out, some in the field believe
that emphasizing college writing’s utility puts departments in a better position financially. Samuels
contends that this kind of pivot would not guarantee increased financial support:
behind some of the recent pushes to focus on a writing studies approach to the
teaching of composition is the implicit argument that the best way to increase
resources for these programs is to enhance the cultural respect for the field.
According to this logic, if writing studies can be seen as a legitimate discipline with
established research methodologies, theories, and concepts, it will be treated with the
same institutional respect as other research-oriented disciplines. Yet, one must still
ask whether this approach is too focused on a rhetoric of logos and ethos. Furthermore, if the
major forces structuring the distribution of resources in higher education are irrational and unethical,
rational and ethical appeals may not prevail [emphasis added].31
What is salient, to me, about what Samuels points out here is the fact that the logics of neoliberalism and its constant companion, capitalism, are not ethical or rational, yet some believe that
departmental survival, even growth, requires appealing to its policy. Collective action is what Samuels
(and many other scholars I will reference here) submits as a response to the necropolitics of the neoliberal university. However, like many other scholars in the field have also noted, the transient nature
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of the field makes taking this collective action more difficult.32 In the article “Freshman
Composition as a Precariat Enterprise,” Professor of English James Rushing Daniel discusses how
the condition of precarity in the university can galvanize folks toward collectivity. Daniel argues that
pedagogies that respond to the state of precarity can build localized supports to those (staff and students
alike) suffering under “economic, political, and social dislocation.”33 In the article “Our Trojan
Horse: Outcomes Assessment and the Resurrection of Competency-Based Education,” Chris
Gallagher describes in detail how the projects of neo-liberalism and austerity can manifest in college
writing spaces. CBE, or Competency Based Education, is an educational method that measures the
quality of student output via “demonstrated competencies” on the part of the student.34 Though,
according to Gallagher, CBE is touted by many as an educational equalizer of sorts, he argues that
getting access to CBE itself requires certain resources that are not available to all students.35 Because
initiatives like CBE come with much-needed departmental funding (often from corporations and
philanthropists), many programs promote and implement projects like CBE. Composition scholar
Jeanne Gunner writes that the field of Composition has pushed “competency-based learning,”
emphasized “curricular ‘deliverables’” and “other mechanisms of improved delivery systems,”36
which, in my view, demands pedagogical models that simply cannot respond to or respect the needs
of a wide range of individuals with various backgrounds, access levels, and experiences. In order to
clear a pathway to pedagogical experiences in classroom that center community-created ideas,
understanding these institutional moves that are rooted in the politics of austerity is crucial.
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At this point, we understand that the project of neo-liberalism necessitates a profound
individualization that disrupts community and increases the difficulty of organizing for change and
power among the folks who need it most. We know that this project is not strictly governmental or
just restricted to markets but that it can deeply impact our social, personal, and learning lives. We
know that the response of departments like ones in Composition-Rhetoric to these necropolitical
projects are often at least somewhat inviting, as the need for financial support takes hold. Keeping
all of this in mind, Rose’s sketch of Black social death become clearer. These dynamics clearly hurt
everyone, but they especially hurt folks with marginalized identities, including Black people. If Black
and other marginalized bodies suffer the brunt of neo-liberal projects, which often silo us and
emphasize individual success (though, again, we ultimately all suffer under these conditions) and
increase incarceration, poverty, and social and literal death—when we cannot perform success in a
particular way—how we as instructors show up in the hold of the classroom space, particularly for
Black students and other students with marginalized identities—might be part of a larger collective
project on the part of faculty and the student population to interrupt some of these damaging
dynamics.
The final quote (D2) picks up on the thread Melamed touches on concerning the notion of
management. Harney and Moten call it “governance.” They posit that governance is “always organic
to any situation” and that democracy is simply a tool in governance’s box. The reason I included
Rose, Melamed and Harney and Moten in this quote section is because they all get at the idea of
society acting as a container for all (and a specific container, a hold, for Black people), ensuring we
look left to democracy (for Moten, Harney and Melamed, a servant to the interests of governance),
while to the right, the infrastructure of management reinforces itself. In quotes A2 and B2, I
reference Professor of Composition Theory Lesley Erin Bartlett, who discusses embodied
performance (of both instructors and students) and how it can affect the learning experience /
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environment for both parties. I included these passages because having workshop participants
interrogate the kinds of “scripts” they employ in the classroom can encourage reflection on teaching
methodologies that might negatively impact students. For instance, like Bartlett, if you choose to
perform “toughness” in the classroom, you may get praise form peers (and some students, who
generally expect “schooling” to be a process in discipline, as Bartholomae points out), but you also may
continue to perpetuate a damaging pedagogical performance. Finally, I include, in quotes C and C2,
a conversation (on opposite ends) about the use of SAE in the classroom. I have already touched on
this conversation in the third chapter of this work, so I will not dissect the messages of the quotes
here, but I included these quotes in this section because our feelings as instructors and scholars
about the use and practice of SAE in the classroom are explicitly tied to conversations about
management (to be managed well, one needs access to a certain kind of language), access, and the
politics of maintaining the space of the hold, especially if the product of a student’s refusal or inability to use
SAE is punishment.
In the third block, participants are asked to consider what “accessibility” means to them. I want
the participants to think of how accessibility has differential implications / impacts for their
students. I include an actionable activity for the final piece of this section, because it is important to
me that participants have an idea that they can hold on to as they are interrogating certain
pedagogical practices. The third block is followed, as always, by a reflection essay.

Crafting Community-Based Writing (Agenda) (length: 1 hr. 30 min)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Block 1: “Writing Experience” activity + discussion (17 min)
Block 2: Close Reading Quotes activity + discussion (40 min)
Block 3: Guild Work activity + discussion (20 min)
Reflection Essay (10 min)
Resources / Wrap-Up (3 min)
1. Block one:
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Draw or describe a stressful writing experience.
PROMPTS:
-

Describe the intensity of the stress.

-

What was most stressful about the act of writing for you?

-

How could have the writing process been less stressful for you?

-

Was there anything you did to assuage the situation? If so, describe. 5 min to write / draw,
12 min to discuss
There is no obligation to share your drawings or discuss them. If there is silence in the group,
this is completely acceptable. J
2. Block 2:
Analyze the four quotes below. Take ten (10) min to read the quotes, fifteen (15) minutes to
answer one (1) or two (2) questions about them, and fifteen (15) minutes to discuss.
Possible Questions to Ask (feel free to develop your own questions):

-

Based on the quotes, what is the difference between art and craft?

-

What conclusions can you draw about the group vs. the individual as it relates to producing
work?

-

As an instructor, how might you prioritize the individual over the group in your
development of assignments?

-

How might you apply the dynamics of a medieval guild to the development of a classroom
activity or an assignment?
Quotes:
A: “Scholar and art curator Glenn Adamson argues that craft is “something beyond words:
something learned with the body rather than the mind.”37 Professor Malcolm McCullough
posits that craft is “skilled work” that requires the “application of personal knowledge to the
giving of form.”38
A2: In The Craftsman, scholar Richard Sennett writes that “medieval guilds did not tend to
emphasize individual differences within a town’s workshops; the guild’s collective effort of
control names where a cup or coat was made rather then who made it.”39
A3: Sennett writes that while art is seen as “original” and “individual,” craft is seen as
“anonymous” and “collective [emphasis added].”40
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A4: Sennett contends that “works of art are the evidence of an inner life sustained even in
the face of humiliation and incomprehension” because “humiliation at the hands of a patron
drives the writer to bouts of introspection.”41
3. Block 3:
A:
Gallery Walk / Assignment Repository / Community Toolkit / Theme
Development / Virtual Writing Pairs / Outdoor Writing / Write-to-Respond

Term Glossary:
Gallery Walk: A Gallery Walk is a group activity that requires participants to separate
themselves into various groups where they develop a crowd-sourced idea / theory related to
the course content. After completion, participants post their idea or theory on the wall (or
the Google / Word doc, if the course is online / remote), where each post receives feedback
from all groups. Participants make two supportive comments (for example, “Theory B is
very clear and supported by evidence”) and one clarifying comment (“Please elaborate on
how idea A is connected to theory B”). For further elaboration regarding this activity, visit:
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/enliven-class-discussion-with-gallery-walks-rebecca-alber or watch a video
here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IJTi51JXiRU.
Assignment Repository: Create a digital or physical (perhaps both) repository of past student
papers / assignments (with your past students’ consent, of course) for students to access so
that current students can get a deeper understanding of how you might want your
assignments to be approached.
Community Toolkit: After getting a sense for what your students enjoy and what their
interests are, it may be helpful to gauge whether you and your students would benefit from a
classroom toolkit. A toolkit is a space (digital or physical) for objects (including texts) that
bring feelings of safety, joy or pleasure, and / or comfort. It could be a useful item to reach
for if / when conflict between students arises or if you need a classroom reset. It could also
be incorporated into the body of your classroom routine (perhaps opening class with an
object—say, a deck of affirmation cards—see previous chapter).
Theme Development: Students, in groups, each write their own explanation of a relevant
course / assignment theme. They should choose a theme they feel comfortable explaining.
After completing on a piece of paper, students place the papers in a jar. Students choose a
theme explanation that resonates with them (the paper they choose cannot be their own) and
begin an assignment / paper using the theme they chose during the activity.
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Virtual Writing Pairs: Students are paired with (or choose themselves) a classmate to write
with via Zoom, Skype FaceTime, or Google Hangouts (make accommodations or
modifications to this assignment based on student accessibility / labor). Students meet and
work on their writing (perhaps drafting an essay or writing a response to an assignment
question) for 15-30 min. Ask participants to privately reflect on the act of writing with someone else.
Outdoor Writing: This activity need not actually take place outdoors, but it should take place in
a space you normally would not consider writing in (perhaps you never write in your
bedroom or perhaps you’ve never written in the nearby park). Reflect on how your writing
process changed due to the environment. Participants can post experience to discussion board if they
feel comfortable sharing.
Write-to-Respond: Students are placed into pairs. Student A writes a claim about a particular
course / assignment theme. Student B responds to said claim. Students A and B go back and
forth this way until they feel satisfied. The resulting work can be parled into a joint paper /
assignment or used individually as a clarifying / supportive document for a paper /
assignment.
B. How might you incorporate these activities in your course? Develop a class agenda and
incorporate two of these activities in your planning. Take 20 min to write.
4. Reflection Essay / 10 min
x What’s one thing that felt confronting or challenging?
x What are you motivated to practice / implement after this workshop?
5. Resources + Additional Reading
Block one asks participants to think of a particularly trying writing experience. I want
participants to access this feeling because it situates the problem I aim to bring up around writing
and solitude versus writing being a community-based process. My thinking is that writing in
community with someone else or a group of people can help to assuage some of our hang-ups
around writing. This is not going to be the case for all, and it is not always going to be the case even
for those who enjoy community-based writing, but I think this can be part of a response to college
writing’s barrier to entry. The quotes that I have complied in the second block are authored by
curator and historian Glenn Adamson and Richard Sennett. I included these quotes because I
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wanted participants to think about the notion of craft versus art. Before explaining how block two
might be carried out in practice, I want to discuss here the notion of writing as a kind of craft.
I like the idea of writing being a craft because when I think of craft/ing, I think of the
sensory: physically putting something together, holding objects in one’s hand. As I will discuss below,
the act of writing can be somewhat anesthetized in certain college writing traditions (like, say,
drafting assignments and instruction and abstruse rubrics), and I think the notion of writing as a
craft can make the process of writing more rooted in the tactile. When I speak of the sensory
regarding the act of writing, I am not necessarily talking about things like creativity or emotion—I
am referring to the notion of holding on to something and piecing items together.
Before I elaborate more on the notion of writing as a tactile, community-based practice, I
would like to touch on the notion of art versus craft. Richard Sennett contends that while art is
“individual,” craft is collective. Writing, especially what we might consider “good” writing, is often
painted as a solitary undertaking, a practice that requires rigorous focus and a steely resolve.
Unfortunately, even the notion of solitude is wrapped up in the inaccessible. Whether true or not, it
is perceived by many that taking time to daydream or think through ideas is a privilege only the
wealthy can enjoy. And if “quality” writing must be taken up in the throes of solitude, who then, can
actually write? Though I am inclined to believe that access to solitude is correlated to an abundance
of resources (time, space, and money), thought leaders like Tricia Hersey42 argue that taking space
for oneself is an act of resistance. While Hersey is referring to rest, I think her voice matters here
because she is pushing against the notion that having resource abundance is the only means by
which one can take time. It is also important to note that the solitude I am referring to here is not for
simple relaxation—it is in service to production, to work (writing)—which is not what Hersey is
arguing for. She is arguing for complete rest—a stoppage of work—as a response to the relentless
42
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demands of capitalism. Rest and solitude are not the same concepts, but because abundance of time
and resources are thought to be required to have either, I thought it pertinent to mention the
scholarship of Hersey here. I ultimately think that whether one needs resources to achieve solitude
might not be as important as the perception that one needs resources to achieve solitude.
The aesthetics of the reclusive but determined writer might have been reified by theories in
the field of English. The “strong text” theory, for instance, suggested that the text and the author
had almost ultimate power and that writing operated separately from its cultural environment.43 I can
imagine that this theory closes off imaginings of writing and the writing process as collaborative,
live, or porous. This theory can also often enshrine “classics” and the canon, which is
disproportionately white and male—if texts live outside of their context and the writers of the texts
have the ultimate say, readers (who are also writers!) have little to contribute to the process of
engaging with them (talking back to them, writing over them, writing with them) and come away with
the understanding that writing is exclusive, inaccessible, rarefied. Scholar of Education Kate Vieira
writes in her book, American by Paper: How Documents Matter in Immigrant Literacy:
For recent literacy scholars, those early theories of literacy [the “strong text” theory]
wrongly abstracted the writer and reader out of the communicative, contextualized, and
interpersonal acts of writing and reading. That is, “strong text” theories focused on the
strength of literate products, texts, as opposed to the meaning made dialogically
through literate processes. Such theories have been replaced with a view of writing
and reading as meaning-making practices wedded to the specific sociohistorical contexts of both
writers and readers. This New Literacy Studies approach…has offered crucial insights
into literacy practices, particularly of marginalized populations [emphasis added].44
The “strong text” theory might foreclose ways of entry into a text for students. If, for instance, a
student is struggling with say, language in a text that is inaccessible to them, asking that student to
put themselves in conversation with the author as a fellow writer might be helpful for them. Though
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as Viera says, this theory is not as prevalent as it once was, looking at “strong text” as a moving away
from writing as community is a point to think through.
In the book entitled The Plight of Potential: Embracing Solitude in Millennial Life and Modern Work,
author Emerson Csorba writes that while peers of his argued that the pursuit of solitude undercuts
the building of community, he believes that solitude and community are “mutually enforcing
concepts”45 and that while he “acknowledge[s] that it is more difficult for individuals with few
material resources at their disposal to practice solitude,” the “disadvantages” those with less access
face can help them to develop a strong sense of will and determination,46 as they must carve out time
in a perhaps unforgiving schedule. Here, I sense a romanticization of grit that I find problematic.
While I do ultimately think that solitude and community can exist together in the practice of writing,
the notion of solitude as it pertains to writing is already so pervasive and expected that we would do
well to underscore the communal aspects of it. In other words: sure, writing is an art. But can it also
be a craft?
In the article “Craft Knowledge: Of Disciplinarity in Writing Studies,” rhetoric professor
Robert R. Johnson posits that while art is held in high esteem, craft is usually not thought of to be
intellectual. He writes: “Unfortunately, due to our historical prejudices, a craftsperson is just simply
not an artist, let alone a thinker” and “the notion [of craft] itself does not hold a strong status,
particularly in the disciplinary spheres of the academy (with the significant exception of the ‘creative’
fields such as music and creative writing, where craft is often put forward without apology).”47 If we
follow Johnson’s line of thinking, grounding the act of writing (unless it is creative writing, perhaps)
in the field of craft may somehow make writing seem “soft” or “not rigorous.” The inaccessibility of
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the writing process helps it perhaps seem difficult but accessible if one merely “tries.” Johnson goes
on to argue that writing is indeed a craft because writers can, like craftspeople, make products, processes,
selves, and cultures. He argues:
For example, we do make communication products in writing studies, and we do play important
roles in the inventing and altering of communication products, but we can in some cases affect
the physical artifacts being made, such as in the development of everything from grant
proposals to software to automobile dashboards to office furnishings, among
innumerable other technological artifacts, broadly construed. The processes of
crafting artifacts, of course, vary from context to context. Here writing studies
professionals can (if given the chance) become involved in early development processes and then
continue into the design and construction phases. In these activities we are often participants
in meetings, interviews, and focus groups where the arts of oral discourse come into
play. Finally, we are always situated in cultural situations that encourage reflective senses of
ourselves against the backdrop of history and the sensitivity to listen to other views and
representations of what we are making [emphasis added].48
Johnson’s description of people in Writing Studies being the makers of writing products and
the developers of writing tools, as well as the producers of culture and community helps to really ground the
practice of writing in the field of craft. His understanding of craft helps him to place writing and
Writing Studies in a conversation with it. I am more focused on the social and sensory aspects of
craft, however, as it pertains to writing. In the book Why Writing Matters, writer Nicholas Delbanco
proclaims that he has “carried with [him] now for years the notion of writers as artisans: artists
engaged in a guild. [His] model is that of the medieval guild, with its compelling triad of apprentice,
then journeyman laborer, then Master Craftsman—this last attained after a lifetime’s study and
practice of the craft.”49 Delbanco sees “copying” as a part of the craft of writing. “Why should we
exempt the art of writing from, as Webster’s describes it, ‘An imitating, a copying’? We’ve grown so
committed as a culture to the ideal of originality that the author who admits to working in the mode and
manner of another author will likely stand accused of being second-rate [emphasis added].”50 The
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notion of writing as an art can lend itself to the idea that “true” writing is a completely “original”
practice. Perhaps this is why universities put such punitive plagiarism practices in place to import to
students that “real” writing is necessary for one’s tenure in the institution to be maintained.
Delbanco goes on to downplay Melania Trump’s “theft” of Michelle Obama’s “American Dream”
speech in 2017 because while “plagiarism is a sin, it’s also what we learn to do when first learning
our shared language; we copy and repeat.”51 Though I appreciate Delbanco’s interrogation of the
notion of plagiarism in the academy and beyond, I would argue here that one of the reasons some
felt strongly about Trump’s “copying” of Obama was that a Black woman (Obama) was the subject
of the “theft.” Although ultimately it was Obama’s speechwriter who was the “true” victim of theft,
the perception was that once again, a Black person’s work was being stolen by a white person
(Trump). Though perhaps Delbanco is reaching for an understanding of writing as a community
crafthood, perhaps writing cannot be consistently rooted in craft, because of these moments of theft—
or—collective writing projects need to always be practicing deep acknowledgement and recognizing
historical theft for them to be successful. Art History professor T’ai Smith opines that “[w]hile there
is a consistent focus on the process—the relationship between hands, tools, and techniques—it is
the making in craft that also makes it a slippery concept. Whether produced on an assembly line or in a
workshop, craft works on a sliding scale between what the mid-century English theorist David Pye
called ‘workmanship of certainty’ and ‘workmanship of risk’ [emphasis added].”52 Smith cites the fact that
overseas workshops / sweatshops, often with, at best, questionable labor practices, are used to
create objects and asks who should “get recognition” for their contributions to a finished product.
Finally, Smith raises the concern that the workshop can reproduce the hierarchies we find in the
“art-craft” space.53 Though we may run the risk of imagining the workshop as an ideal space (as
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opposed to the perhaps problematic art space), questions around authorship and attribution arise in
the workshop, and the dynamics of race54 (as evidenced by the Trump-Obama speech event)
complicate the notion of the workshop as a rhizomatic, community-focused place. The movement,
Cite Black Women,55 was developed to ensure that Black women in academia and beyond were
being, well, cited, for their contributions and research. The notion that we can all share in the creation
of an idea and anonymize production of it does not necessarily sit well, rightfully, with creators who
have marginalized identities. The history of BIPOC people having their work taken (and often taken
for profit) in the U.S. is long and fraught. To expect that these folks should eschew authorship for a
perhaps vague notion of “community” may be a hard sell. Students may also be skeptical of
academic work that prioritizes “the group” as well, because the messaging of higher education is so
wrapped up in the notion of the successful individual who achieves among even the most trying of
circumstances. (This is also the story of the quintessential American in the popular imagination – or,
at least, it is a message that is promulgated and perhaps believed by necessity.) Knowing all of this, is
there still an argument to be made for us to view the practice of writing as a kind of craft-work? I
believe that the answer is yes, and that craft-work is still susceptible to the same pitfalls as any other
practice. Again, the idea of making space for folks who have been harmed and are most likely to be
harmed by communal creation in our conceptualization of the workshop should be put front and
center.
Now that I have addressed the notion of writing as a kind of craft, I will return to describing
block two in this workshop. Block two requires some context and set-up, so I might introduce a
small passage that contextualizes these quotes and connects them to the larger themes of the
workshop. I might say: Sennett opines that “[m]aterial culture provides in sum a picture of what
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human beings are capable of making [emphasis added].”56 In developing a definition of craft, then,
we must consider that it is, for one, buildable by human beings, it is perhaps felt rather than thought,
it is, thirdly, skilled work that requires personal knowledge, and finally, it is a collective undertaking. I
argue that crafting (in the classroom) is a way in which we (instructors and students) can practice
care. I will now return to my conception of craft as a tactile enterprise. In solitude, one can of course
build habits and resources to help the creative process along—as one should. What is notable about
working collectively in writing (creation) is that feelings of discouragement during the writing
process can immediately be addressed by the group. A look or a (kind) throwaway comment can be
quite affirming during the writing process. I am not suggesting that one will necessarily “reach the
goal” of the writing assignment in a group (and, again, group writing can be stressful for some
students, particularly if the writing is “high stakes” or attached to a grade). Those looks and
“throwaway” comments, however, are a part of what is built by those specific participants in that space and
time, which I believe is significant and part of my definition of craft work in the writing classroom.
Craft being felt rather than thought might also be a way into writing, especially if one’s experience with
writing has been distant or inaccessible. There are two ways I think of the practice of craft being felt
in the classroom. One, you might ask students to reflect on how they feel about a piece of writing (or
even writing assignment instructions) before you ask them to write about it. You could also figure
feeling into craft work by asking students to reflect (perhaps by drawing or even acting out bodily, if
they feel so inclined) on how they feel about the process of writing in groups.
Personal knowledge being utilized during the writing process, is, firstly, always happening.
However, centering it as a valid means of exposition in the writing process might be generative. Of
course, many instructors and thinkers in Writing Studies celebrate the use of “personal knowledge”
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by students in the writing classroom. We already institutionalize, to some extent, personal knowledge
in the writing classroom—but perhaps we might imagine it more as a guiding theory. Firstly,
encouraging students to trust their own knowledge in a writing class is a gesture towards
crafthood—and it is something an instructor can build into their course content. When we develop
assignment directives, for instance, we can acknowledge the fact that students may have perspectives
that color their perception of said directive, and that perspective may show up in their work (and
they should not be penalized for it). In general, allowing the affective to take up space in the writing
classroom (perhaps doing a feelings check-in57 at the top of your class) is a way that we practice
feeling rather than just thinking about it.
In block three, I list course activities that center community participation. I particularly like
the activities in community I listed that take place outside of the classroom. I have participated in
informal writing groups and found them to be generative and inspiring—obviously I am describing a
singular experience, but I can imagine outside writing groups to be helpful to some folks. There is
also something about working with others in informal spaces that, for me, brings about a sense of
comfort I deeply enjoy. In informal spaces (outside of the classroom / university), participants may
have access to things that ground them, like food, objects they like, certain pieces of clothing, etc.)
Though many of these activities are quite common (and most of us already assign group work in
class), I think being intentional with the implementation of these practices is key. Being clear about
intentions and goals / interests—not expectations—with your students upon implementation of
these activities is imperative. Again, the construction of the “successful” American college student
belies collective work in many ways, and, again, folks can be uncomfortable with collective work.
Clarity really goes a long way when we employ community-based activities, as we often are asking
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See “Draw Your Feelings” activity described in this chapter as well as chapter three of this work.
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students to reconfigure and reimagine their relationship to the classroom as they know it as well as their
relationship to you, the instructor. Depending on the class, you may scale up or scale back this kind
of work, but always building-in the principles of crafthood into the fabric of your course—again, via
course documents: How do your assignments practice acknowledgment and respond to the fact of
injury? How do they make space for students to create, develop and implement their own
knowledges? How do we center the idea that implementation of their own knowledges is core to the
writing process and to the course?, class communication (in-class and during office hours), and
feedback. Finally, for part B of this block, I ask participants to create a class agenda incorporating
two of the activities I listed. Reflection essays follow.

Conclusion: The Workshop as Mobile Writing Community
In the book Mobility Work in Composition, rhetoric professor John Scenters-Zapico writes that
the work (and the people who do the work) done in Composition departments is seen as temporary.
As a writing program administrator (WPA), his requests for additional tutors, online equipment and
training were not addressed, because, according to Scenters-Zapico, “[t]hey may have imagined that
the ‘needs’ of the University Writing Center (UWC) were temporary and therefore could be ignored, unlike the need
for, say, a medieval literature or accounting professor, since these…are believed to be stable, part of
the enduring landscape of the institution [emphasis added]…”58 How does this perception of Composition
in educational institutions interact with the instructors and administrators who implement the
curricula? Scenters-Zapico contends that “some institutions seem to work very hard to keep us in
stasis (per what we can accomplish institutionally), and on the other hand, by keeping us fixed, they

John Scenters-Zapico, “Small M– To Big M–Mobilities: A Model,” Bruce Horner et al., eds., Mobility Work in
Composition (Utah State University Press, 2021), 59.
58
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can also create frictional working conditions. Stasis becomes the norm.”59 This, according to
Scenters-Zapico, runs counter to movement. I offer the workshop as a small intervention into this
dynamic. (More on this in a moment.) In “(T)racing Race: Mapping Power in Racial Property Across
Institutionalized Writing Standards and Urban Literacy Sponsorship Networks,” professors Jamila
Kareem and Khristen L. Scott argue that literacy is a moveable object; it is property—a thing to be
had. They contend that while racialized (Black) literacies are rendered immobile in the space of the
academy / classroom (and in certain life-spaces), literacies read as “white” are mobile (and grant
“opportunity” in professionalized spaces, like the academy). They write:
the racial property of whiteness holds the most authority over literacy mobility in
education-oriented enterprises because whiteness is thought to represent the lifelong
success and influence that inspires institutional education. Giving attention to the
way race, and especially whiteness, acts as a property in the circulation of literacy
education encourages a perspective that necessarily places race at the center of
literacy (im)mobility.60
According to Kareem and Scott, Black literacies are seen as immobile in the space of the academy
(and institutions at-large) because “blackness-controlled literacy mobility” has limited support in
institutions that recognize the authority of dominant (read: white) literacy mobility.61 Calley Moratta,
scholar in the Literacies and Composition program at Utah Valley University, writes that “writing in
the university is a White property right” and argues that white supremacy is “maintained” because
we view writing as white-owned.62 This reality obviously also has implications for the ways
composition instructors (and instructors in general) teach and evaluate student writing. On a related
note, the notion of Blackness as corporeal (and therefore, in many ways, immobile) has been theorized

Scenters-Zapico, “Small M– To Big M–Mobilities: A Model,” 54.
Jamila M. Kareem and Khirsten L. Scott, “(T)racing Race: Mapping Power in Racial Property Across Institutionalized
Writing Standards and Urban Literacy Sponsorship Networks,” Bruce Horner et al., eds., Mobility Work in Composition
(Utah State University Press, 2021), 174.
61 Ibid., 177.
62 Calley Marotta, “Who Has the Right to Write? Custodian Writing and White Property in the University,” College
English, 81.3 (2019), 164-5.
59
60
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and written about63 since Blackness became a racial(ized) category. In the article “Languaging 101,”
Professor of English Lucas Corcoran writes that students with racially marginalized identities, even
if they use standardized Englishes (like SAE), do not benefit from its usage as they attempt to move
“up a social or professional ladder,” if you will. Because of their status as minoritized students, they
“still face profound institutional exclusion based on the perceptions of the white listening subject.”64
Kareem and Scott believe we would do well to understand literacy as something we have or possess,
rather than simply a thing we practice because then we might be better able to understand how we
trade literacies controlled by whiteness for certain social and cultural capital.65
A workshop will not change how literacies controlled by whiteness are valued in institutions;
what I think is useful about workshops are simply their mobile nature. In the article “Buskerfest: The
Struggle for Space in Public Rhetorical Education,” English professor Mary Ann Cain writes that the
“privatization of public space” makes creating transformative public space difficult and that neoliberalism evacuates spaces where people can discuss what they need and what their dreams and
objectives are.66 I mention this here because workshops can occur in any space, while many
classrooms (but not all) exist in institutionally-controlled areas, although we can and should
obviously make room for events and happenings in the classroom that disrupt the sometimes siloedoff nature of it. Workshops are temporary, but in this case, its temporal nature is a neutral quality
(unlike in composition departments, where according to Scenters-Zapico, funding does not get
allocated to its programs due to the perception of composition work as “temporary”). Workshops
tend to be collaborative, as participants tend to discuss their own positions and produce their own

A good literary examination of this dynamic is Richard Wright’s Native Son or Citizen by Claudia Rankine. In nonfiction, refer to Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks.
64 Nelson Flores and Jonathan Rosa, quoted in Lucas Corcoran, “Languaging 101,” Journal of Basic Writing, 36.2 (2017),
59.
65 Kareem and Scott, “(T)racing Race,” 174.
66 Mary Ann Cain, “Buskerfest: The Struggle for Space in Public Rhetorical Education,” Composition in the Age of Austerity,
eds. Nancy Welch and Tony Scott (University Press of Colorado and Utah State University Press, 2016), 121-22.
63
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work inside of it; workshops may be able to incorporate various literacies within it, although the
dominant literacy structure will still exist inside of it; and finally, workshops can move from place to
place. They can occur at any time and can be implemented in any space. In “Mobility Through
Everyday Things,” Ashanka Kumari, Director of Writing and Assistant Professor of English,
Composition and Rhetoric at Texas A&M University-Commerce, writes that “Scenters[Zapico]…moves us to consider the dynamic nature of events as contingent and emergent. Mobility work does
not assume a stable beginning to events but rather sees them as fluid and able to be transformed.
Contingent and emergent events lie on the points of stability that make up complex
interactions…mobility work builds on points and positions [emphasis added].”67 Although the
dynamic Kumari describes exists in any space, the space of the workshop is perhaps less burdened
by the performance of professionalization, at least in some cases, because it is not quite seen as class
or lecture (and because it can happen outside of a formalized educational space altogether) and there
is no numerical or letter grade. We know that the rules of engagement / behavior are different
depending on the space we occupy.68 The space of the workshop, due mainly to its portability, can
invite us to reflect on the different ways we engage writing and academic work depending on the
place and can ask us to build spaces that acknowledge dominant literacy modes, punitive writing
practices typically rooted in anti-Blackness (as described above) and by extension, the political
project of governance, as well as creating communities that respond to these formations. It may also
illuminate the project of making the educational institution into what scholar Timothy Johnson calls
a “non-place.” Non-places are areas where “communal action” and “personal positionality” are

Ashanka Kumari, “Mobility Through Everyday Things,” Bruce Horner et al., eds., Mobility Work in Composition (Utah
State University Press, 2021), 196.
68 “Mobility work in composition studies—as this collection demonstrates—is intricately tied to physical and perceived
realities of place. Our bodies, our composing processes, rhetorical capacities, and identities move from one place to the
next, often finding ourselves, discourses, actions, and identities constrained by the perceived appropriate practices of a
given site.” (Patrick Danner, “Social Movement Friction and Meaningful Spaces,” Bruce Horner et al., eds., Mobility
Work in Composition (Utah State University Press, 2021), 189.)
67
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emptied, and occupants of these areas are rendered solitary and undifferentiated. This allows for
easier supervision, as well as readability, of the occupants on the part of the institution.69 Because, again,
workshops are typically seen as at least somewhat less formal than classroom spaces, depending on
how workshop activities are implemented, participants tend to develop protracted discussions about
different topics, generally feeling somewhat comfortable sharing their perspectives—the workshop
is most definitely a place.
What is also important about workshops is the real-time feedback participants receive from
one another. Of course, we receive real-time feedback in plenty of social situations, including the
classroom, but because of the mutability of the workshop (regarding content and design), these
interactions feel much more organic (though not strictly so) and sometimes pleasurable in that the
pressure to share ideas is less controlled by the specter of grade-based assessment and the somewhat
informal structure of the workshop allows for more conversational and intimate exchanges between
participants. Scenters-Zapico writes that “the complex movement and interaction of people and objects
in mobility stresses that each mobility is a distinct enactment [emphasis added].”70 Because the workshop,
unlike the classroom, does not have to be regulated by institutional bodies (though the workshop is
obviously not free from surveillance or disciplinary motivations), the “distinct enactment” of each
workshop is felt more acutely.
Workshops are a part of the process of responding to injury in that they can help us practice
spatial acknowledgement: we can ask, in a workshop, “what are the conditions we set up here?” We
can write a response to this prompt and then discuss it. Workshops can help us to look at the
immovability of literacies controlled by Blackness (an act of acknowledgement), help us to write in
more expansive ways, as writing rules tend to be relaxed in the space of the workshop, and

Timothy Johnson, “Resisting the University as an Institutional Non-Place,” Bruce Horner et al., eds., Mobility Work in
Composition (Utah State University Press, 2021), 168.
70 Scenters-Zapico, “Small M- to Big M- Mobilities,” 61.
69
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collectively meditate on and strategize around formations that impact our ability to take up space in
other places, including the “non-space” of the institution. I invite us to imagine writing in the
classroom and elsewhere as a (ritual) practice71 that can come alive in the form of a workshop, which
has a performative and emotive aspect to it and creates “micro moments,” which Mary Ann Cain
argues is the place for public space-making. The act of writing with others in the classroom is an
expression of crafting and workshops are an embodiment of the crafthood I am imagining in this work.
I believe that the act of writing can lead to the performance of an action and that writing a workshop can lead
to the performance of participating in one. Being physically part of an idea can capture the imagination
in ways that strictly writing or lecturing cannot. In the piece “‘Sista Docta’: Performance as a
Critique of the Academy,” artist and scholar Joni L. Jones argues that performance is a type of
theorizing that challenges the “print bias” of the university and is seen as academically suspect
because of its affective and transient elements.72 Jones goes on to posit that despite misgivings of the
university around the intellectual weightiness of performance work that “[p]erformance is,” indeed,
“theory [emphasis added].”73 I cannot reproduce on the page exactly what transpires during a
workshop. There is a reason I believe in their import—participants respond and react to the activities I
introduce, which encourages me to continue creating them, but I am unable to capture the feelings,
responses and actions that occur in the workshop that make them feel worthwhile. So, though I am
talking about writing and creating workshops about writing, there is a performance element that I
cannot quantify and that, in part, exists outside of Writing Studies but also still exists in it because
performance can be an outcome of a written idea (or any text for that matter), and, in this case, it is. The

Crafthood is intimately related to ritual (I discuss ritual at length in the third chapter of this work). To “craft”
something, one requires tools (objects) and ideas, both of which can make up ritual-work. Ritual, a powerful practice on
its own and a necessary feature of crafthood, cannot solely respond to our pedagogical goals. Crafthood defines a
pedagogical approach which includes ritual-work.
72 Joni L. Jones, “‘Sista Docta’: Performance as Critique of the Academy,” TDR 41.2 (1997), 52.
73 Ibid., 54.
71
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participation in the workshop (which is a kind of performance) is a carrying out of a theory (three
theories, for the purposes of this chapter). Finally, instead of studying the process versus product
discussion prevalent in Writing Studies here, I proposed something I see as more granular74: an
examination of the conditions we create for the action of writing in the classroom.

I think this examination is more granular because we (as instructors and administrators) do not always study how small
things, like writing instructions or feedback approaches, can impact student comprehension (and, by extension,
comfortability).
74
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EPILOGUE
Can We Write Ourselves into Belongingness, Even
Now?
My goal in the final chapter was to invite us (thinkers and instructors in Writing Studies) to
disrupt the often-punitive environment of the writing classroom, particularly as it pertains to Black
students and other students with marginalized identities, by one, practicing acknowledgement, two,
engaging a process of responding to injury, and finally, implementing crafthood in the writing
classroom. Framing the concepts as workshops does two things: firstly, it makes these concepts
actionable and secondly, it makes the ideas I present more real. I want to be clear that the actions I
propose can be taken up at any time by instructors, but also that we can make an active choice not
to institutionalize these practices. I am writing them down for the record, and so that they can be
seen, but activists in transformative justice spaces, teachers and scholars in Writing Studies, scholar
Robin D.G.Kelley,1 and Harney and Moten tell us that the space of the university is not the space
where transformation takes place.
If Ebony Rose (and D.G. Kelley, and Harney and Moten, again) is correct in theorizing that
the educational system simply reproduces oppression2 but Black people and folks with other

“The fully racialized social and epistemological architecture upon which the modern university is built cannot be
radically transformed by…adding darker faces, safer spaces, better training, and a curriculum that acknowledges
historical and contemporary oppressions. This is a bit like asking for more black police officers as a strategy to curb state
violence.” (Robin D.G. Kelley, “Black Study, Black Struggle,” Boston Review, March 7, 2016,
https://bostonreview.net/forum/robin-d-g-kelley-black-study-black-struggle.)
2 “The second critical aggression that contributes to the crisis in Black education is that our educational system is
designed to reproduce the unequal and oppressive society guided and operated in the behaviors of a state embedded in a
anti-Black racist methodology. With this being the case, Tyson E. Lewis coins necroschooling to describe a form ‘of
education that is more concerned with abandonment than with social investment, protection, etc.’ In addition to
1
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marginalized identities continue to participate in said system, I personally feel called, as someone who
exists in the university, to the best of my ability, to put a premium on creativity and engagement in
the classroom as opposed to productivity and “success,” which are often interwoven with the ideals
of democracy and “proper civic participation” (and by extension the principles of governance). I
think it is right to continue to point out that the university is not a radical space, and, by design, it is
not meant to be.3
I wrote in an early version of this work’s prologue that “I don’t know that we get to live
here…considering what had happened, what continues to happen, what is happening at this very moment.” I thought
I might write this here to tap into how I was feeling at the time of that writing. I might even just ask
myself now, to draw my feelings, because thinking back to the moment I was writing that put me
back, bodily, in a stressful, angry place. I drew a scramble of purple circular scratches. I felt the
pressure of the marker tip press into the paper as I captured the frustration I felt when I wrote those
lines.

Reflection essay:
o One thing I learned from writing this section today is that I follow the chapters of my
dissertation as steps in a large ritual practice.
o One thing I am unsure about is what I wrote in my first prologue about belonging and
Blackness. I’m not unsure about the veracity of the message, but rather on how to sit with it.
Workshop forthcoming! We can put our flowers on.4

necroschooling, he terms necropedagogy…’a racialized other as deficit is not simply a body that is abnormal (and thus
capable of normalization) but a discounted body exposed to necropower over whose life can and cannot be educated’.”
(Rose, “The Politics of Life and Death,” 27.)
3 Roderick A. Ferguson, Professor of American Studies, discusses this by tracing the history of the push for Black
Studies (as well as the departments that followed after: Ethnic Studies, Women’s Studies and Queer Studies) in the
university in his book, The Reorder of Things: The University and its Pedagogies of Minority Difference.
4 Lay down. / let me put your flowers on. / - fall (Nayirrah Waheed, salt (CreateSpace, 2013), 31.)
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CONCLUSION
The Race for Space
The principles of receptivity, reflection and reflexivity, ritual, and crafthood address the
performance of recognition, which sets the table for employing pedagogies rooted in the work of care—
making a place for those entering injured spaces. Receptivity requires us—instructors, administrators,
students—to acknowledge figures who inspire us pedagogically, so that we have work to guide us in
our own practices. It also requires us to acknowledge injuries (historical, interpersonal, or otherwise)
so that we can enter learning spaces with intentionality and graciousness. Highlighting the labor we
must to perform to make room for receptivity is necessary in this chapter as well, so that we know
(as readers, as participants in learning spaces) to take this work seriously.
Reflection and reflexivity can also be figured as practices of recognition; participants in
Freedom Schools often answered questions about their own orientation to the projects presented to
them by the school’s facilitators and teachers. Reflection and reflexivity can also help us (instructors
and students) to make sense of our immediate environment and respond to its needs. Ritual is
recognition experienced as a series of habits. These habits push back against rituals of the carceral
while foregrounding care work in the learning space. Finally, crafthood is recognition configured as a
series of writing workshops, which also talk back to correctional writing directives that can build up
injury in places of learning.
Formalizing my own personal commitment to the practice of care in the shape of a
dissertation was an exciting process, and I hope that readers consider how their personal practices of
care might be formulated as actionable pedagogical praxis and/or as an organizing political act. We
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are always in spaces that carry injury and thinking through pedagogical approaches that acknowledge
this is such a generative endeavor—for instructors, administrators, and students.
I wanted to point to the care work that happened, perhaps informally, in the citizenship and
Freedom Schools. Though documentation of those in-between moments was few and far between, I
contend that those moments were part of the larger movement to place Black learners at the center
of their pedagogical experience. I wanted to talk about the relationship between space and race and
connect that interplay to the dynamics of the classroom, because a theory of race and space can help
us, as administrators, instructors, and students, to better understand how students, particularly Black
ones, might receive the place of the classroom. I hope that I have contributed work, embodied in this
dissertation, that invites the reader to investigate what moves them and, from there, build out
practices that commit to imagining pedagogical formations that expand us as teachers and learners.

Future Work Inspired by this Project
[Writing for What Comes], After Audre Lorde’s Questionnaire1
o What can we imagine now, in the composition classroom, after all that has happened? [After
the summer of 2020, after mass opposition to surveillance and policing, after we wrote about
it all]
I asked, in this project’s prologue, what the field of Writing Studies has to offer us in 2022,
after more Black death at the hands of police and para police and more movements to end the
carceral state AND COVID-19. What shape might the field take on now, considering all that has
happened? Will some actors in the field (whether instructors or administrators) re-examine their
punitive pedagogical commitments? How will austerity’s impact on the field land this time,

1

Questionnaire in The Cancer Journals.
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considering all we know / what has happened? How does the performance of surveillance, grading,
and testing services directed toward students, feel in this moment? How might we write about these
things, as instructors, administrators, and students?
This work could take the shape of an article, but I could also see these ideas be carried out in
some kind of performance as well – like a staged reading or multi-media project.
o How far can these workshops float? [Are there “reasonable expectations” regarding how far
out on the water we can go?]
My chapter on workshops and their flexible pedagogical possibilities was generative for me,
but I also recognize that workshops will not be a perfect embodiment of the mobile rhetorical work
I imagine. Having said that, I like workshops because they can be put on in any space. I have done
informal workshops with friends, even. Workshops can serve as a galvanizing and a communityoriented space for developing ideas, connections, and practices. A traveling workshop project could
come out of this chapter, for sure! Finally, future iterations of the workshops I describe in the final
chapter should consider audience as well as specifically defined goals.
o What shapes do collectivity in the academy take? [If they change, what are the implications?]
In the first chapter of this dissertation, I referenced scholars in Writing Studies who argue
for collectivity among faculty and between instructor and student in the face of austerity and the
neo-liberal logics of the university, which often support resource-hoarding, stratification, and
isolation. These politics, as I discuss in the fourth chapter, already depress a department,
Composition / College Writing, that is precarious for its non-tenured faculty. The authors of
“Radical Imagination” argue that “[t]o create new ways of being accountable to each other, against
and beyond neoliberal, individualizing models of ‘accountability,’ we must recognize the place-and-body
particular, politically grounded character of our studying together…[emphasis added]”2 The authors
2

Erin Dyke et.al, “Radical Imagination as Pedagogy,” 176.
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of this article are figuring place and the body as central to collectivity. Considering place and its
relationship to bodies when building sites of collectivity is central, because, as I have pointed out, we
should, as instructors and organizers, assess the needs of the local space so our pedagogies can serve
its interests best.
What does collectivity look like in this space? This could be an idea to flesh out further; ideas
include:
o Writing as connection—how might group reflective writing help us to develop deeper bonds
in the workspace?
o Writing workshops as sites of collectivity
o Fugitive planning (I’m thinking of the Undercommons here) with students in the classroom –
how is this expressed in course policy? Discussion?
o More research on Ella Baker and her pedagogical and political practice might also inspire
deeper explorations of collectivity among staff and students in the academy.

On Not Getting There in the Moment
One thing I always strive for, not as an ancillary project or a “piece” of the puzzle in
pedagogy, but as a rigorous practice, rooted in the radical thinking of Black activists, the use of
objects (for rituals), and the sensation of care, is space-making. I define what space means, at least
for the purposes of this dissertation, in the introduction. What I like about space-making is that it
allows for grace, I think. Yes, providing care for self and others as much as possible (within limits) is
ideal, but sometimes we are not going to get there in that moment (or that day! Or longer!) – spacemaking allows us to acknowledge that we’re not getting there today, but that we are metabolizing
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that acknowledgement, meaning that we’re still processing our feelings or state of mind, with
intentionality and some clarity. If we have access to space-making, we make room for all the
possibilities associated with space-making to happen.
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Appendix A: Early Dissertation Writing Plans.
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Appendix B: Early Dissertation Inspiration.
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Appendix C: Early Dissertation Inspiration.
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